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ABSTRACT 
Many notable opera singers have been virtuosic tenors; Franco Corelli, Plácido 
Domingo, James King, José Carreras, Ramón Vinay, Jon Vickers, and Carlo Bergonzi.  
Besides being great tenors, each of these singers share the fact that they transitioned from 
baritone to tenor. 
 Perhaps nothing is more destructive to the confidence of a singer than to have his 
vocal identity or voice type challenged.  Many singers have experienced this, and not 
always by way of advice or as a gentle suggestion, but rather, as a solution to a 
fundamental deficiency regarding the singer’s voice.  Though undergoing a transition to 
another vocal fach is an arduous process, many singers owe the success and longevity of 
their careers to making a change in voice type.   
 This study will endeavor to provide information about a specific pedagogical 
topic that has been underrepresented in the literature.  The objective of this document will 
be to equip the singer or teacher of singing with the tools necessary to discern whether or 
not a baritone is a candidate for transitioning to tenor and provide a strategy for 
negotiating this challenge. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Many notable opera singers have been virtuosic tenors.  This includes voices like 
Franco Corelli, and the ease with which he accessed even the highest notes and most 
difficult passages in some of Giacomo Puccini's most challenging operatic roles.  Another 
prominent tenor is Plácido Domingo.  Most avid opera goers are sure to associate his 
name synonymously with Puccini's Tosca or Mascagni’s Cavalleria Rusticana.  In 
addition to these are other tenors such as Raymond Vinay, Lauritz Melchior, Max 
Lorenz, James King, John Vickers, and Carlo Bergonzi.  Besides being great tenors, each 
of these singers share the fact that they transitioned from baritone to tenor. 
  Perhaps nothing is more destructive to the confidence of a singer than to have his 
vocal identity or voice type challenged.  Many singers have experienced this, and not 
always by way of advice or as a gentle suggestion; but rather, as a solution to a 
fundamental deficiency regarding the singer’s voice and technique.   
In Karen Sell’s book The Disciplines of Vocal Pedagogy:  Towards an Holistic 
Approach, she presents the case of a professional baritone headed to Europe to study with 
a well-known voice teacher.  Armed with a generous scholarship and travel grant, this 
opportunity would be a major step in securing the beginnings of a potential career as an 
operatic baritone.  When he arrives in Europe, and upon meeting with his teacher, the 
baritone mentions several vocal problems he is having, and without any ambivalence 
(and with the second affirming opinion of a colleague), the teacher pronounces the 
baritone is really a tenor. 
As a baritone, the singer had experienced success; and according to Sell, was on 
his way toward a career.  The scholarship and the generous travel grant were awarded 
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specifically because of the young man’s voice and prior success as a baritone.  With this 
revelation, the funding he depends upon might be in jeopardy.  Sell goes on to note that 
“Retraining, which entails learning new repertoire and new roles may take at least two 
years—who will pay his tuition fees?  How will our new tenor maintain himself in a 
foreign territory?”1  It is a difficult undertaking.  Manhattan School of Music professor, 
Dona Vaughn notes, “The three most frightening things a singer will do in his life are 
getting married, signing a mortgage, and switching from baritone to tenor.”2   
While transitioning to another vocal fach is an arduous process reserved only for a small 
number of singers, those singers who meet the requirements set forth in this document 
will benefit immensely from making the switch. 
The baritone to tenor switch will be the focus of this dissertation. The majority of 
baritones and tenors will never have to negotiate this challenge, but those that do are 
aided only with a limited supply of resources, teachers comfortable with helping one 
navigate this process, and without a guarantee that it will work.  This is a difficult 
endeavor.  When Lauritz Melchior began making the transition to tenor, his teacher 
warned him that moving from baritone to tenor “…would take years of study and be very 
costly.”3 
                                                 
1 Sell, Karen. The Disciplines of Vocal Pedagogy: towards an holistic approach 
(Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2012), 44. 
 
2 Kate Taylor, "Tenors in Training: The Next Generation," The New York Sun, 
accessed April 24, 2018, https://www.nysun.com/arts/tenors-in-training-the-next-
generation/84037/. 
 
3 Ib Melchior, Lauritz Melchior: The Golden Years of Bayreuth (Fort Worth, TX: 
Baskerville Publishers, 2003), 1. 
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The discussion will begin with identifying the baritone who might be a candidate 
for transition.  Because there are many male fachs and a number of different voices that 
can exist in any area of the baritone spectrum, this document will look at the baritone 
fach and compare it to the tenor fach in pedagogical terms.  More specifically, this 
chapter will discuss baritone and tenor voices that share such similarity, that in Richard 
Boldrey’s estimation, “…many heroic tenors begin or end their careers as baritones.”4 
 The second chapter will address one of the factors that can necessitate this 
transition:  misclassification.  There are a number of reasons for misclassification, and 
this chapter will address them.  As a solution, it will provide a number of strategies that 
teachers might use to avoid misclassifying male voices. 
Chapter three will address the common refrain that comes up most often in the 
interviews of contemporary singers and written accounts of the great singers of the past—
the discovery of appoggio.  Because the accounts available from tenors who have made 
the switch all seem to share this as a major factor in their development, we will discuss it 
in depth.  In this chapter, there will be exercises, vocalises, and methods put forth that 
will aid the singer and teacher of singing in discovering the difference between what 
Michael Trimble terms support versus leaning.5  
Chapter four will address the unique challenges that tenors face when it comes to 
passaggio negotiation.  One of the pitfalls that many baritones confront when attempting 
                                                 
4 Richard Boldrey, Guide to Operatic Roles and Arias (Redmond, Wa: PST…Inc, 
1994), 28-29. 
 
5 Michael Trimble, “Breathmaster: An Insight into the Biomechanics of Great 
Singing,” Journal of Synagogue Music 35 (2010):  188-210. 
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the switch is what Raymond Gibbs terms, “singing as a pushed-up baritone.”  In this 
chapter we will look at the different approach that a singer must have in respect to the 
passaggio, even when those passaggi points are just a half step or whole step apart.  
Several vocalizes and exercises will be suggested as part of a strategy to help the singer 
or teacher of singing aid in negotiating this crucial area of the tenor voice. 
Chapter five will address the singer or teacher of singing who is searching for 
resources and literature in aiding negotiation of the transition to tenor.  In this chapter an 
annotated bibliography of relevant books and other resources will be presented.  
Secondly, a suggestion of musical literature that would be helpful in the transition will be 
put forth.     
This document is intended primarily for the baritone who is contemplating 
making the transition to tenor or the teacher who has a student that he or she thinks might 
be a candidate. 
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CHAPTER I – THE CANDIDATE FOR TRANSITION 
In looking at the scholarly literature, it is difficult to find resources that address 
the baritone to tenor transition.  Indeed, this undertaking is reserved for a small group of 
singers, and thus not much has been published.  This document fills that void. 
There are basic guidelines for understanding the tenor and baritone voices. The 
late vocal pedagogue James McKinney writes, “A tenor is a type of classical male 
singing voice whose voice range is one of the highest of the male voice types. The tenor's 
vocal range (in choral music) lies between C3, the C one octave below middle C, and 
(A4), the A above middle C. In solo work, this range extends up to (C5), or "tenor high 
C.”6 The low extreme for tenors is roughly Ab2.  At the highest extreme, some tenors can 
sing up to two Fs above middle C (F5).”7   
In contrast, baritones sing from roughly the second A below middle C to the G 
above middle C.  The difficulty in the baritone voice lies in the fact that it is the 
“average” voice classification.8  Because it is the typical (or average) male speaking 
voice, many teachers assume most young male voices to be baritones.   
 
                                                 
6 James C. McKinney, The Diagnosis and Correction of Vocal Faults: A Manual 
for Teachers of Singing and for Choir Directors, revised and expanded ed. (Long Grove, 
IL: Waveland Press, 1994), 1. 
 
7 Ibid.  
 
8 Sell, The Disciplines of Vocal Pedagogy, 138. 
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A Concise Guide to Male Voices9 
                         Primo Passaggio             Secondo Passaggio 
Lyric Tenor               D4                                  G4 
Lyric Baritone           B3                                  E4 
Deep Bass                 Ab3                                 D4 
Figure 1 Male Vocal Chart 
 In many instances, a voice teacher can see clear indications that a singer is either a 
tenor or a baritone; however, at other times this is not the case.  There can be overlap, and 
in the case of some voices, there can exist distractions which could prevent a teacher 
from being sure.   
 The voice teacher Kurt Baum notes that his first voice teacher “…didn’t know if I 
was a bass, baritone, or tenor.”10  The New York based Swedish Italian teacher David 
Jones echoes this, noting, “The vocal folds often grow to age 25. I had a 25-year-old 
baritone that suddenly, and without warning, went up to tenor. He just suddenly had no 
low notes and he popped open a high E-flat above high C.”11  Though most cases do not 
happen in such a remarkable way, they do exist. 
There exist voice classifications that are so similar, both in their passaggio points, 
timbre, dramatic ability, and in their overall range, that uncritical listeners would not be 
                                                 
9 Sell, The Disciplines of Vocal Pedagogy, 138.. 
10 Jerome Hines, Great Singers on Great Singing (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & 
Company, 1982), 35. 
11 David Jones, e-mail interview with author, March 1, 2014. 
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able to tell them apart.  One example would be the Heldentenor and Verdi Baritone.  
Richard Boldrey observes that, “The heroic tenor (German Heldentenor) is the dark 
baritonal version of the tenore robusto, the Wagner tenor, as well as the singer of Otello, 
Florestan, Canio, and even Grimes.  His voice is lower than most tenors; it is but a step 
higher than many dramatic baritones.  In fact, many heroic tenors begin or end their 
careers as baritones.”12  These voices are similar.  
Plácido Domingo considers himself one of these.  Domingo worked as a baritone 
for several years.  It wasn’t until 1959, well into his twenties, that Domingo had an 
experience where his voice classification was called into question.  Upon performing two 
lyric baritone arias (“Prologue” to Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci and “Nemico della patria!” 
from Giordano’s Andrea Chénier) Domingo was informed by the auditioning committee 
that he “…was a tenor, not a baritone.”13  Domingo explains that despite never attempting 
a tenor aria before, he was asked to sight-read, “Amor ti vieta” from Fedora.  According 
to Domingo, even though he “…cracked on the A-natural, they told me that I really was a 
tenor and that they were going to give me a contract.”14   
 Thomas Hampson is another singer whose voice could fit both in the tenor or 
baritone realm.  Despite being one of the most recognizable lyric baritone voices in the 
world, many consider him a baritone who should be a tenor.  In fact, Hampson performed 
                                                 
12 Boldrey, Guide to Operatic Roles and Arias, 28-29.  
13 Plácido Domingo, My First Forty Years (New York: Knopf, 1983), 23. 
14 Ibid. 
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one of Siegmund’s arias from Wagner’s Die Walküre on a recording in the late 1990s.15  
In a critical review he was accused of being a “lazy tenor.”16  When asked about this, 
Hampson quipped, “Do you know what a lazy tenor is?  A very rich baritone!”17  When 
pressed on the issue, Hampson answers assuringly, “…I absolutely can sing the role of 
Siegmund.”18  Hampson went on to say, “But if you start singing that repertoire, you 
can’t maintain Siegmund, Posa, Dichterliebe, and Winterreise in your repertoire.”19   
Hampson notes that there are distinct differences in approach when it comes to 
singing as a baritone or tenor.  He has the physical tools to do either, but doing both 
simultaneously could not work.  Thus, he implies that a singer may be able to sing both 
tenor and baritone literature, but not at the same time.  He went on to say, “If I start 
singing things like Siegmund, Parsifal, or Idomeneo, some of these lower tenor roles that 
I probably could achieve, I would have to refine or redefine my vocal technique a bit.”20  
                                                 
15 Thomas Hampson, German Opera Arias. CD-ROM recording by Thomas 
Hampson, conducted by Fabio Luisi, Münchner Rundfunkorkeste, EMI Special Imports 
2488341, 1998. 
16 Rupert Christiansen, "The Rise of Little Voice," The Telegraph, February 14, 
1998, accessed October 10, 2016, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/4712116/The-rise-
of-little-voice.html. 
 
17 Joseph E. Romero, "An Interview with Thomas Hampson,” June 10, 1998, 
Culturekiosque, accessed March 4, 2014, 
http://www.culturekiosque.com/klassik/intervie/rhehamp.htm. 
18 Ibid.  
19 Ibid.  
20 Ibid. 
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Hampson observes that keeping a foot in both worlds would build a “…certain 
inflexibility in my voice as a voice,”21 and that it would limit him in the long run.  
One individual who has commented on both Hampson and Domingo’s ability to 
sing in either fach is the voice teacher Daniel Ferro.  In an interview concerning the 
transition to tenor, Ferro was asked about a young baritone with a strong physical build 
who would be singing the tenor aria from Macbeth, “Ah, la paterna mano,” and also 
Silvio from Pagliacci.  Silvio, the baritone role, goes to an Ab4 and Macduff, the tenor 
role, has one high-A4.  The question that the interviewer was asked is this:  How do you 
distinguish what vocal fach a singer should be in, when it is obvious that he meets the 
minimum requirements of each?   
Ferro’s reply: 
There are certain harmonics in the sound, certain acoustical properties.  I’d 
see how he’d respond to certain vowels on certain pitches.  For example, 
the D-E-F area usually tunes very well to the closed vowels.  So I’d see 
how he carried through the passaggio on a closed vowel, and then open 
toward the dark ‘ah’ vowel or ringing ‘ah’ vowel.  I would try a lot of 
messa di voce exercises and see how high [he] can start a real piano and 
comfortably develop a fuller tone.  That would give me a hint as to how 
much ease he would have going up.22   
 
Ferro would further elaborate that a singer should “…be able to sing his scale 
either open or closed.  I always tell them that when they’re at D-E-F, especially the E-
                                                 
21 Ibid. 
22 Steven Blier, "Trading Up," Opera News 68, no. 2 (August 2003): 17, accessed 
February 25, 2014, Humanities International Complete, EBSCOhost.  
http://web.b.ebscohost.com.lynx.lib.usm.edu/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=6&sid=289
cc23a-7c22-4cfa-aee2-5b88ba0dfa50%40sessionmgr102&hid=110. 
 10 
natural:  lighten up, sing with less drive, and sing a little darker vowel.”23  This, he noted, 
is true for both baritones and tenors.  He went on to say that it is important to listen to the 
notes just below the passaggio area, to tune into “a blending of whatever vowels we’re 
working on into the passaggio area.  There are natural tuning places for the baritone and 
for the tenor, but it should not be a fixed thing for either.”24   
Ferro indicates that if a baritone has been “taught” to “turn” the voice at E-flat or 
E-natural, but can comfortably turn the register at F or F#, this might be an indicator that 
as a tenor, things “might work out very well!”25 
In addressing what to do if the singer has been working at this transition for an 
extended period, but still doesn’t have a secure top or bottom, Ferro replied: “If he’s 
struggling with the high, and it really rings as a baritone, I’d say stay as a baritone.”26  
Despite this warning, Ferro believes some singers take more time to develop.  For these 
individuals, Ferro suggests the lowest and lighter tenor repertoire: “To keep it 
comfortable: Traviata.  Don Ottavio’s arias, to maintain flexibility.”27   
In addition to technical considerations, Ferro said this about the importance of the 
singer’s mind:   
It helps, I think if a singer wants, insists inside, emotionally, that he’s a 
tenor, it’s a great plus.  The more they move into that tessitura, the more 
the body and mind will respond to the physical demands, the energy it 
takes to sustain the high range.  And there’s a letting go of the old sound.  
                                                 
23 Blier, 17.  
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid.   
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
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They have to give up the vocal weight, accept another resonation, a new 
attitude.  If the mind doesn’t hear it inside as a possibility, then it won’t 
happen.  It’s also important when you’re vocalizing to let the voice rest, 
cool off after you’ve been singing very high, go back to the lower end of 
the range.28 
 
Based on Ferro’s experience, it seems that even though the tenor voice either is or 
it isn’t, there do exist exceptions.  Yet based on his comments it seems that the singer will 
either be comfortable in the top or he won’t; and it isn’t purely a matter of instruction or 
technique.  As Karen Sell noted, it is really a matter of the singer functioning in his 
“natural habitat.”  
David Jones agrees with Ferro. Jones contributes to this topic by suggesting 
another baritone who has been labeled by many as being a lazy tenor.  This singer is the 
German baritone, Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau:  
  
There is the ongoing argument that Fischer-Dieskau was really a ‘lazy 
tenor,’ which I can tell you is NOT true. I encourage teachers and singers: 
“PLEASE train your ears to tell the difference between the tenor timbre 
and the baritone timbre.” Just because a voice is light and reflects more 
high overtones does not mean it is a higher voice. It is the mechanism 
(length and thickness of vocal fold structure), NOT the timbre that 
determines healthy pitch range. I never had true tenor timbre even though 
I was told by one teacher after another that I was indeed a tenor! 
Therefore, I created a false tenor timbre by tensing my tongue, which 
created what is known as the ‘tenor knurdle’. It can take years to correct 
this problem. By the time I got to Allan Lindquest, my tongue was shaped 
like a spoon and it was shaking nervously. My vowels were 
indistinguishable. All of this damage had its origins in my University 
education. My teacher was a high leggierro tenor and he tried to make all 
his students sound like his own voice. This is an easy out for one who does 
not know how to teach technique. Just make all the singers sound the 
                                                 
28 Ibid. 
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same. When singers in a voice studio have the same timbre, it is most 
often proof of a contrived technique that creates terrible vocal problems.29 
 
Karen Sell echoes this point.  She laments that many teachers push their students to adopt 
their individual vocal traits and as a result, produces singers that sound prematurely old.30   
One needs to look no further than collegiate voice studios to find singers who all sound 
like younger versions of their teacher.  
From another voice teacher’s perspective, Raymond Gibbs claims that he can tell 
by listening for a few moments whether a baritone is actually a tenor.  “If I heard a 
baritone that I felt might be a tenor, there would be certain factors.  I look for presence in 
the sound.  Presence is the kind of thing that you can hear them from the audience while 
they are in the dressing room.  There is a difference between being loud when you are 
next to someone, but to hear them from a distance, as if they were right next to you—in 
the top—that signifies something special.”31  He went on to note: 
 
I would listen for a singer in the passaggio.  If they could go into the top 
without covering and hooking, I would have some evidence.  Allowing the 
voice to surprise you as you enter the top.  The most important thing about 
the passaggio is equalizing the breath pressure, and the transition should 
happen gradually.  It shouldn’t be sudden.  If you gradually let up on the 
breath pressure, a little of the head voice comes in, the cricothyroids take 
on more and more of the responsibility, while at the same time, the folds 
relinquish responsibility.  At some point, the cricothyroids are so highly 
involved, and the folds are so diminished, that it is almost unnoticeable to 
                                                 
29 David Jones, “Determining Baritone or Tenor,” Facebook post, December 21, 
2015, accessed January 4, 2016, 
https://www.facebook.com/voicetea/posts/1208242892536769.  
30 Sell, 144. 
 
31 Raymond Gibbs, interview with the author, January 10, 2014.  
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the listener.  Pavarotti felt a pinch—but what it was—was he was firming 
up the adduction of the vocal folds, so when he made the transition 
without trying to hook with the tongue, the voice would continue.  Firm 
adduction is important.  It is a selective use of muscles that is important to 
vocal production.  It is a balancing act.32   
 
 Some singers transition from baritone to lyric tenor.  Another singer might find 
himself singing Dramatic Tenor literature.  There are, however, some cases that are 
remarkable enough to warrant special consideration. While the tenor fach contains a 
variety of different types of tenor voices, there are some that must be singled out due to 
their uniqueness.  These voices would include the baritenor and the heldentenor. 
 Male singers fall generally into two camps, the lower voice and the higher voice.  
Inside this spectrum lie a variety of different voice types.  On the lower end are the bass, 
the bass-baritone, the baritone, and the lyric baritone.  On the higher end are the tenors.  
One item of interest is that only in the bass category is there an acknowledgement of a  
hybrid voice.  As Richard Miller notes, “The register events for the bass-baritone occur 
between those of the baritone and the bass.  The bass-baritone combines the lyricism of 
the baritone with the richness of the bass.  His timbre may remind of the baritone, or it 
may take on characteristics of the bass.  The graciousness of a smoothly delivered bass-
baritone quality is ideal for the projection of respected authority and personal warmth.  
With the resonance balance of his instrument, the bass-baritone is well equipped to 
sculpture dramatic character portrayals of both serious and comic proportions.”33 It seems 
that the bass-baritone is recognized as the legitimate male hybrid vocal category.  
                                                 
32 Ibid.  
33 Miller, Securing Baritone, Bass-Baritone, and Bass Voices, 11. 
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William Alex Martin asks this question:  “Why is it that many teachers and voice 
students speak negatively about the possibility of the other male hybrid, the baritenor?”34 
   In his book, Securing Baritone, Bass-Baritone, and Bass Voices, Richard Miller 
devotes a few sentences to identifying the baritenor as legitimate voice category: 
The registration occurrences of yet another common category of young 
male voice must be mentioned:  the classical singer whose passage zone 
lies between C4 and F4.  This type of voice has been described, usually 
pejoratively, as a baritenor, because initially there may be difficulty in 
determining whether the singer should be trained as a tenor or a baritone.  
Such singers are sometimes termed, “second tenors,” or even “A-flat 
tenors.”35 
 
 Miller observes that the classification of male voices depends upon registration 
events, but does list the ‘baritenor’ as a voice type.36  Classifying the male voice relies on 
more data than just registration events.  While these can be good indicators, they are not 
absolute.  Miller continues by noting that, “The C4 to F4 pivotal zona di passaggio of an 
individual singer may indicate several viable possibilities: (1) a light lyric baritone, (2) a 
Spieltenor (an actor/tenor), or (3) a Heldentenor (tenore robusto).  These categories are 
defined by widely disparate physical characteristics, yet all tend to display similar 
registration locations.”37 
 From a pedagogical perspective, Miller advises, “A singer whose zona di 
passaggio lodges between C4 and F4 would be well advised to adhere to the lyric 
                                                 
34 William Alex Martin, "Highs and Lows of the Baritenor Voice: Exploring the 
Other Male Hybrid," DMA diss., The University of Alabama, 2010. 
35 Martin, 9. 
 
36 Ibid. 
 
37 Miller, Securing Baritone, Bass-Baritone, and Bass Voices, 11. 
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baritone literature during early training.  He should not too soon attempt the higher-lying 
tenor repertoire that may later become appropriate.”38 
 Miller concludes his section on the baritenor by indicating that the baritenor 
category is a transient one.  He notes, “When the baritenor’s technical production 
becomes sufficiently stable, his instrument will reveal its true permanent category.”39  
Weighing this information against the account of Plácido Domingo, one might conclude 
that even though he was successful as a baritone, Domingo was just in a transient stage—
awaiting the solidification of his technique.  Perhaps, but it could also be argued that 
Domingo is both a real baritone and a real tenor.  That he has returned to baritone roles 
later in life could be offered as evidence. 
 As Miller points out, another voice that could display questionable registration 
events is the Heldentenor.  Miller discusses the fact that many Heldenteors were once 
baritones: 
Some “heroic” tenors emerge, in vocal maturity, from the baritone Fach.  
These singers tend to continue registration practices more appropriate to 
the baritone than to the tenor category.  With some frequency, the passaggi 
of this Fach are identical to those of the tenore robust (C4-F4), but some 
current Heldentenors have passaggi points as low as those of the 
Heldenbariton (heroic baritone)—near Bb3 and Eb3—and they manage 
upper pitches of the voice by pushing up “chest voice” function far beyond 
healthful practice.  
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 Not all Heldentenors come from the baritone Fach.  Some begin as lyric tenors 
and mature into the Heldentenor Fach.  Some are Dramatic Tenors who gradually make 
the move to Heldentenor literature.  Because this is the case, there can be differences 
regarding the criteria that comprise their classification.  For example, the overall range of 
the Heldentenor us usually between C3 and C5; however, some who begin their career as 
baritones can perform a G2.  Similarly, Heldentenors who trained initially as a lyric tenor 
may have a C5. 
 The Heldentenor tessitura is often much lower than that found in lighter tenor 
classifications.  In some cases the Heldentenor can be indistinguishable, in terms of 
tessitura, from the baritone (especially the Verdi baritone).  The Heldentenor typically 
possesses a tenor voice with a baritone quality in the middle and lower registers.40 Many 
lyric tenors can physically sing the Heldentenor literature, but do not possess the texture 
necessary in the middle and lower registers to carry over a large orchestral force.  
Because of the strong middle voice, many Heldentenors are mistakenly labeled high 
baritones because of the richness of their voice.   
 Because of the demands in the lower portion of the voice, a Heldentenor who has 
sung previously as a baritone is often well suited for the demands that the literature 
expects.  The Heldentenor Lauritz Melchior insisted that it be “…mandatory for a real 
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Alabama, 2014 
 
 17 
Heldentenor to have been a baritone first.”41  Melchior saw it as a process which began as 
a baritone and ended up as a heavy tenor.  This would seem to attest Richard Miller’s 
description of a “transient” voice type.   
 Many teachers have concluded that a Heldentenor is merely an extension of the 
baritone voice.  One singer, interviewed by this author, was told just that.  Upon finishing 
his Doctoral Recital in the mid 2000’s, Dr. Michael Hix, who was singing as a lyric 
baritone was told by an eminent teacher at The Florida State University that if he 
extended his range a half step or two that he could sing heldentenor music.  
 It seems safe to conclude that there are a number of views regarding the transient 
voice, but that previous experience as a baritone gives the heldentenor strength in the 
lower registers, where most other tenor fachs struggle for power.  According to Melchior, 
“You must have a good natural low register to build high notes.  You can’t put a 
skyscraper on sand.”42   
 James King, the Heldentenor, shares Melchior’s thinking.  King notes that the 
male voice is a slowly developing one and that the potential safety of the baritone realm 
is an adequate one for the Heldentenor to mature in.43   Some see it wise to protect the 
voice while it is developing rather than thrusting it into the world of fachs and opera 
arias.  
                                                 
41 Marc. A. Weiner, Richard Wagner and the Anti-Semitic Imagination (Lincoln 
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42 Weiner, 8. 
 
43 Jamie James "American Hero," Opera News 55, no. 12 (1991): 16, accessed 
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 Marc A. Weiner, in his book, Richard Wagner and the Anti-Semitic Imagination, 
notes that there is an advantage for the Heldentenor in training as a baritone.  According 
to Weiner, it affords the Heldentenor with a darker vocal timbre.  Weiner observes, “The 
Heldentenor often begins his career as a baritone, and the timbre of his mature singing 
reflects its darker beginnings.”44  Anthony Tommasini of the New York Times observes, 
“The heldentenor roles call for a different kind of singer, someone with stentorian thrust 
and darker natural vocal coloring.”45 
 While the baritenor voice may be a transient category, it is worth mentioning 
when talking about classification.  As Miller pointed out, some voices take time to 
mature.  A better fundamental vocal technique will allow the true voice to be revealed, 
and can potentially catapult the singer to discover his actual fach.  There is value for 
some singers, who possess tenor characteristics, to stay in the baritone fach for a time.  
Some singers who match the aforementioned criteria will gain valuable tools by allowing 
their voices to flourish within the relative safety of the baritone fach. 
  There are singers who could for all intents and purposes, sing as either baritones 
or tenors.  The evidence of both Plácido Domingo and Thomas Hampson are instructive 
here. Thomas Hampson makes it clear that even though he has the ability to sing in both 
the tenor and baritone realms, that musical demands, passaggio points, and dramatic 
expectations in the music (colors, timbres, dramatic expression) would make it difficult to 
maintain a calendar of both baritone and tenor roles.  Daniel Ferro reveals that singers are 
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born with their voice and it is either discovered or it isn’t.  He notes that there are 
objective criteria, other than range, that dictate what classification a singer should be in.  
He also admits, however, that there exist, as with nearly everything else, exceptions.  
David Jones sees danger in students being classified solely by their range.  He puts an 
emphasis on evaluating timbre.  It has also been shown that some voices take longer to 
mature, and in those cases staying as a baritone could provide safety for them as their 
voice continue to grow.   
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CHAPTER II - MISCLASSIFICATION 
When it comes to the tenor voice, the anecdotal evidence given by Domingo, 
Jones, and Ferro are eerily similar.  The aforementioned trio all agree that there are 
similarities between some baritone and some tenors; and as a result, some voices can end 
up being trained as the wrong voice type.  As seen with Thomas Hampson, singing as a 
baritone and singing as a tenor are quite different.  Miller argues that the tenor is not only 
the minority of male voices, he argues that the tenor is an unnatural voice type. This is 
due not only because the physical demands of the tenor voice are outside the normal 
physiological ability of most men, but also because there is a lack of good teachers for 
tenors.46   
In illuminating this point, Miller laments that many voice teachers readily express 
a lack of confidence when it comes to training the tenor voice. “Many teachers admit that 
teaching the tenor voice remains a mystery.”47   The tenor is asked to do a number of 
things that are technically very involved.  For example, the tenor is asked to sing at 
demanding levels of pitch and volume for extended periods of time, while also 
emphasizing dramatic expression.   
 A question worth considering is why some baritones find themselves in a 
position in which the transition to tenor is necessary.  Richard Miller’s book, Training 
Tenor Voices contains a chapter devoted in part to the transition from baritone to tenor.  
The chapter is titled, “Assorted Tenor Problems.”  In it, Miller goes on to describe 
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baritones who make the transition to tenor as being a result of improper classification 
early in their vocal study.  "Singers generally have fine imitative facility and can produce 
several kinds of acceptable vocal quality simply by mirroring what they assume to be 
desirable timbre."48  He goes on to say, "Often the young male singer tries to produce a 
big, dark sound that he equates with masculinity."49 Miller is not the only one arguing 
this. Dr. Michael Hix, a member of the voice faculty at the University of New Mexico 
points out, “Many singers may believe that they will sing with the same baritone weight 
and color in the tenor range.  Perhaps it has to do with ideas of virility and societal ideas 
regarding masculinity.”50   
 Miller makes it clear that many teachers and students alike are not aware of the 
many existing categories of tenors, and assume a large voice to be a baritone.  He also 
makes the case that range cannot be used exclusively to determine whether one is a 
baritone or tenor.  Miller observes, "Some tenors have a good low G2 and some baritones 
do not.  A baritone, on the other hand, may actually have a better A4 than the potential 
tenor.  Many young tenors do not know how to achieve entry into upper voice, and if the 
voice is sizable they may well be falsely classified as baritones."51   
A question that arises concerns whether or not there exists a prevalence of 
misclassification today.   In answering this question David Jones observes, “In my 40 
years I have witnessed a lot of ruined voices trying to sustain a higher tessitura than the 
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vocal folds can manage. I was trained as a tenor and I am a lyric baritone. It took years to 
recover from the residual damage.”52  It does seem that misclassification is happening.  
Similar accounts, like the one from Plácido Domingo indicate this to be an unfortunate 
reality. 
 Miller’s discussion contains a list of criteria for determining whether a tenor has 
been incorrectly classified as a baritone.  If a majority of these are present, then a singer 
has potentially been misclassified.  Let us list the criteria and then discuss them in order.  
1. An upper-middle voice (zona di passaggio) that feels heavy and difficult 
to move.   
2. Fatigue that sets in quickly in certain situations.  
3. The timbre of pitches near the secondo passaggio does not match that of 
other areas of the voice.   
4. A throat that feels as if it is closing when "cover" is attempted in upper-
middle and upper voice.   
5. A voice that is more flexible when less dramatic sounds are produced.   
6. A baritone timbre that takes on a tenorial character when more vocal 
freedom prevails.   
7. Casual vocalization into the upper range that is much easier than 
maintaining the middle tessitura. 
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8. When coaches and contest judges who regularly deal with professional 
male voices always ask, "Are you sure you are not a tenor?"53 
 
An Upper-Middle Voice (Zona di Passaggio) That Feels Heavy and Difficult to Move 
The upper-middle voice is an expressive region of the voice in both the baritone 
and tenor fachs, and vocal literature makes use of this area of the register for that reason.  
The problem is that this is the passaggio area of the voice, which means that correct 
negotiation can make or break a singer as he functions in and around it.  There are 
multiple things that come into play here, including airspeed, vowel formation, and 
laryngeal position.  Aside from technical factors, which may themselves lead to a wrong 
classification, if the singer is not a tenor, he is going to struggle at some point while 
trying to function in the upper-middle passaggio.  Many baritones (e.g., Thomas 
Hampson) have a good high register, but that doesn't mean they are tenors.  The 
negotiation of the upper middle is a key area when considering classification.   
 
Fatigue That Sets In Quickly 
If fatigue sets in quickly, there are several things that can be deduced.  First, a 
singer may be using too much breath pressure or employing a glottal onset.  Second, he 
might be singing in a tessitura or continually accessing a portion of his voice that is not 
comfortable.  Third, though it sounds contradictory, he might not be using enough breath 
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support; or, to say it better, he might not understand properly how to control the release 
of air in order to sustain his tone.  All of these issues can factor into fatigue.   
Perhaps another issue comes into play when singers try to manipulate their voices 
to realize an expectation that they have in their minds, and they try to listen for it with 
their ears.  This is an example of what Michael Hix noted earlier about masculinity and 
virility.  This type of “self-production” puts undue stress on the voice and even on the 
mind, and can quickly lead to physical and mental fatigue.  On the subject of breath 
pressure, Virginia Botkin notes, “Tenors sound terribly passionate when they get off a 
high note, but they are really desperate to get rid of built- up air pressure.”54  An example 
is the Italian tenor Enrico Caruso.  There was a point in his career when critics gave him 
harsh reviews because of the audible release of his upper notes.  Many have termed it the 
“Caruso bark” and meant it in a derogatory way, implying the use of bad taste.  The issue 
here is that the larger-voiced tenor, and even the larger-voiced baritone, must release 
breath pressure that he has built up during the phrase.  If a singer with a larger voice 
possesses thicker vocal folds, it is only logical that there must be more compression used 
than in a smaller voice.  The principle that must be mastered, regardless of voice size, is 
to find the balance between the compression and the release of the breath.  Miller argues 
that if a singer overcompresses, he will not allow enough breath to move through the 
larynx to create an ideal legato line.     
Larger-voiced tenors are prone to using too much compression and not enough 
free release of the breath because they possess a thicker mechanism and sing in a higher 
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tessitura.  The truth is, the more dramatic tenors sing repertoire that requires a highly 
focused understanding of the body and voice coordination.   
 
 
The Timbre of Pitches Near the Secondo Passaggio Does Not Match That of Other Areas 
of the Voice  
If the voice can be compared with the keys of the piano, the intention is for the 
entire range to be of similar timbre.  When things are not functioning properly, or one is 
asked to do something that is not natural, this is potentially lost.   
 
A Throat That Feels As If It is Closing When "Cover" is Attempted in Upper-Middle and 
Upper Voice 
Some singers, if wrongly classified, can feel as if the throat is closing when trying 
to “cover.”55 If these singers are tenors but are singing as baritones, then their passaggio 
has been artificially lowered to match the dramatic demands of the melody written for the 
baritone voice.  If they are asked to do anything technically to help cross that "altered" 
passaggio area, it will potentially feel and sound unnatural.  The reason it will not feel 
natural is because this is not the singer’s natural passaggio area.  
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A Voice That is More Flexible When Less Dramatic Sounds are Produced  
As David Jones pointed out earlier, a singer’s voice is what it is.  He has all the 
weight, color, and dramatic possibility in his voice at the present moment that he is ever 
going to have, and no amount of attempts to alter it can significantly change it.  If a 
singer who is not a dramatic baritone endeavors to make sounds as if he were one, the 
price is going to be fatigue, perhaps hoarseness, and a loss of flexibility as a result of a 
radically depressed laryngeal position.   
 
A Baritone Timbre That Takes on a Tenorial Character When More Vocal Freedom 
Prevails 
By comparison, a voice that is allowed to function freely and without extra-
dramatic demands may take on a tenorial characteristic.  
 
Casual Vocalization Into the Upper Range That is Much Easier Than Maintaining the 
Middle Tessitura 
Another determining characteristic is casual vocalization into the upper range that 
is easier for the singer than sustaining higher tessitura.  This has been stated previously, 
but just because a baritone has the ability to sing high notes does not mean he is a tenor; 
and a tenor who has a lower extension is not necessarily a baritone.  The upper passaggio 
and tessitura sustention are key factors.  One thinks of Sherrill Milnes and his upper 
extension, or Plácido Domingo and his ability to sing low.  They are baritone and tenor, 
respectively, regardless of their isolated vocal abilities.  
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The final factor listed by Miller is an experiential one, and consists of the judge or 
coach who continually asks, "Are you sure you aren't a tenor?"  When the preceding 
factors are present in one’s singing, a wrong classification might have been made.  It is 
this final factor that tends to tip most singers off to the realization that they should 
consider transitioning.   
A more contemporary writer on vocal pedagogy, Hope Koehler raises questions 
regarding classification.  One of the first questions she asks is whether young singers are 
in too great a hurry to categorize their voices.  Koehler’s contention is that if this is 
happening, and if teachers in some situations are fostering it, there may be some 
misclassification taking place.   Her data indicate that singers and teachers are divided on 
this question. Many teachers feel that students and teachers are in a hurry to categorize 
their voices and “find their fach.”56 One respondent was quoted as saying of premature 
classification, “Oh no question about it, too much of a hurry.”57   
In Koehler’s interviews with teachers who work directly with students in the 
German and Austrian classification system, the teachers responded that it is much more 
prudent for students to classify early rather than later so that they can find out what their 
voices are capable of.  One proponent of this view noted, “I don’t think they’re in any 
hurry.  I think young singers are pretty naïve about all that.”58  Another said, “The sooner 
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you can get some idea, the better.”59 One of the examples given was that in college 
programs students are faced with opera roles and if the student is hesitant about adopting 
a specific fach, the teacher might give that opportunity to another student.  
A singer has two responses to an assertion made by a judge or adjudicator who 
comments on what his “real” voice may be: he can get defensive and protest the assertion 
that he has a misleading baritone voice, or he can take the advice and decide to make the 
transition. It is important that the singer desires to make the transition, because the 
journey is a difficult process.  While Miller states that most voices can be more or less 
figured out, he also admits that some male voices can become baritone or tenor, and that 
for some singers (a small group), there is a possibility of choice.60 A singer’s will and 
determination are important and in fact play as much of a role in the process as the voice 
itself.  Taking all this into consideration (the need for a mature singer with direction and 
drive, the fact that it is an arduous process, and the fact that vocal technique is going to be 
exploited and exposed if not well solidified), William Vennard states, “I never feel any 
urgency about classifying a beginning student.  So many premature diagnoses have been 
proved wrong, and it can be harmful to the student and embarrassing to the teacher to 
keep striving for an ill-chosen goal.”61 
Similarly, the late heldentenor James King, who was 31 years old before he made 
the transition from baritone to tenor, said, “Either you are a tenor or you’re not. A 
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baritone can’t sing tenor, but heavy tenors can sometimes sing baritone quite well.  I got 
by singing baritone until I was about twenty-eight, when I realized I was probably a 
tenor.  I could sing high C’s then, but I didn’t sing them freely.”62 King’s contention 
seems to be that his years developing as a baritone are in part responsible for the 
remarkable longevity he experienced as a tenor. 
Dr. Kimberle Moon agrees with King’s wariness of early classification.  She 
writes, “I NEVER categorize singers!! I teach them how to build their voices and give 
them songs that have one, maybe two, technical difficulties. The main thing I do though, 
is let them sing what is comfortable. As you know, it’s all about the tessitura and not 
necessarily the high or low notes.”63 Dr. Michael Hix says it this way:  
  
I am leery of specific classification of fach (lyric, spinto, etc). However 
these young students are often already classified in their choral ensembles.  
I prefer to give freshman men art song which does not surpass their 
current ability.  I never assign Freshman men operatic repertoire (except 
for baroque repertoire like Purcell, Handel, 24 Italian, etc.).  I do not 
believe that many undergraduates complete school with a solid technique.  
Actually … many graduate students do not leave school with a solid 
technique.64   
 
 David Jones indicates that misclassification or early forced classification is a 
major problem.  He says, “I know that I have had a lot of heldentenors who were singing 
as baritones before and misdiagnosed in terms of vocal fach. Some baritones are actually 
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faking the baritone sound by using tongue depression. If this is dealt with appropriately, 
then the true timbre of the voice will be realized.”65   
 Jones believes that singers should be classified early, but that this classification 
should be done by weighing a variety of data.  Jones notes, “Young voices can change 
shift and/or change vocal fach, but if a singer is in a vocal fach that is too high and the 
laryngeal muscles squeeze, then he/she is often looking at 3 years of vocal realignment 
work with a good diagnostic teacher. This costs a young singer far too much of their 
precious time and finances.”66   
James King blames the shortage of heldentenors on early misclassification.  He 
laments, “They get started on the heldentenor repertory much too quickly now.  They 
don’t let their voices season.”67  King encourages young singers to, “Stay with the high 
Italian things as long as you possibly can.  Then when it doesn’t work anymore, you can 
go into heavier roles.”68   
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CHAPTER III – TRANSITION ACCOUNTS 
Franco Corelli 
One of the prolific singers of the twentieth century was the Italian dramatic tenor, 
Franco Corelli.  In a lengthy interview with Stefan Zucker, Corelli articulated how he 
made the transition from baritone to tenor: 
I was young and didn’t know how to use my voice. My vocal cords were 
unable to sustain the pressure to which I subjected them. Since I was very 
athletic, with a strong diaphragm, my voice’s birthright was great volume 
of breath and breath span. After three months of lessons with soprano Rita 
Pavoni, I lost my voice, and then for a period of three or four months I 
studied as a baritone. 
 
When I was a boy, Tito Gobbi gave a concert in my hometown, Ancona. 
He said that singing is like sport. In sport if you get tired, you still keep on 
pushing, and without proper training I drove my voice. After a page of 
music, my voice would get lower. I thought that to get through an entire 
aria, I’d have to make the switch to baritone. I did have a big enough 
middle register to enable me to pass for one.69    
 
Corelli continues, “The technique I was studying wasn’t a good one and led me to 
close my throat. I used the throat muscles so much that the voice didn’t pass through 
freely.”70  Corelli is describing an overactive larynx and surrounding musculature.  In 
talking about making the transition from baritone to tenor with his teacher, Arturo 
Melocchi, Corelli notes, “I went to him sometimes, although some advised me he was a 
throat-wrecker. His method was based on opening the throat. When you yawn, the throat 
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is open. A truly open throat remains that open.”71  Corelli made great strides studying 
with with Melocchi.  Corelli elaborates further on his transition process: 
When I began, my natural voice was not beautiful. I had a strong voice, 
and people told me that was my best quality. Still, no one believed in me. I 
began to sing as a joke. A friend and I listened to records and sang for 
hours and hours, and that’s when I fell in love with singing. Before 
entering a competition, I had seen only two or three operas. I lost that 
competition because I screamed too much but won the next one because I 
was in wonderful voice and my screaming excited the judges. The prize 
was to be my debut, in Spoleto in September 1951, as Radamès. 
 
I studied the part for three months with the conductor, Giuseppe Bertelli, 
but I didn’t have enough technique for Radamès. Little by little I began to 
lose my voice, while singing the third and fourth acts. They had me 
change to Don José. In Aïda you need legato, bel canto and style. Carmen 
is an opera of explosive impulse, and you can succeed in it if you have 
enough temperament. Carmen also is congenial to me because it isn’t very 
high. It does have high notes, but they are well situated and not extremely 
difficult. And it stays in one tessitura. 
 
Three months after my debut I went to the Rome Opera, where I remained 
for four years. My first opera there was Zandonai’s Giulietta e Romeo, a 
very difficult work. The next month came Adriana Lecouvreur, the 
following month Carmen at Caracalla. After that, my life was easy. I was 
very lucky. But I was humble and studied for hours and hours, asking 
people what they thought about my voice and what were my mistakes, 
what were my worst notes, and if I could change them. I asked if I could 
change my vocal color, which I didn’t like. 
For three or four years I didn’t believe my career could continue, because, 
unlike today, the theater was full of wonderful voices. I began with a voice 
that wasn’t so interesting, but I tried to make it beautiful by infusing it 
with some sentiments, genuine and simple sentiments.72 
 
Perhaps the greatest epiphany came to Corelli because of his own analysis of his 
voice.  In speaking about the moment he realized he had a deficiency, Corelli noted: 
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When I began to record, I was horrified and stopped right away, because I 
heard that my voice trembled. I was pushing too much because of lack of 
adequate breath control. [He caricatures himself.] Although I didn’t study 
so much before my debut, I certainly did afterward, little by little refining 
the sound, learning to control my breath and to push less. My legato 
improved, and my vibrato subsided.73 
 
Corelli’s transition to tenor seems to have occurred in large part not only because 
of a new set of parameters that the voice learned to work within, but also because of a 
mastery of concepts (specifically concerning the breath) that were vices for him as 
baritone and had hindered his musical growth. 
 
Carlo Bergonzi 
 In another interview by Stefan Zucker, Carlo Bergonzi discussed his transition 
from baritone to tenor.  His process was different than Corelli’s, but contained many of 
the same elements. Bergonzi put the “blame” for misclassification on himself rather than 
on his longstanding teacher, Ettore Campogalliani.74  He noted that he began his vocal 
training at a young age—15—and because his voice was naturally dark, he and his 
teachers always considered himself a baritone.  Bergonzi continues, “I continued to study 
as a baritone and made my debut in ’48, in Barbiere, as Figaro.  I continued to sing as a 
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baritone, until October 12, 1950.  I performed Figaro, Germont, Don Pasquale, Belcore, 
Enrico in Lucia, and one performance of Rigoletto—a turning point.”75 
While on a touring production of Verdi’s Rigoletto, Tito Gobbi (a baritone) lost 
his voice.  Just prior to the curtain going up, the conductor asked Mr. Bergonzi to step in 
and sing the title role, Rigoletto.  Rigoletto is one of the most demanding of the roles in 
the baritone repertory. Bergonzi says: 
I had studied it to the point that I was musically secure and, carried away 
by enthusiasm, said yes. During that performance I began to understand 
that I was no baritone, for I didn’t succeed in finding the power, also the 
velvet voice for the pathetic moments, that the part demands, particularly 
in Act III. Still, I saw the performance through. I was very happy to have 
worn the costume, but the experience gave me the first suggestion that I 
should change repertory.76   
 
In contrast, Bergonzi gives an anecdotal account of his realization that he was 
really a tenor. His decision to transition came in, of all places, the theatre dressing room.  
During a performance of Madame Butterfly, the tenor singing Pinkerton interpolated a 
high C during the love duet and, according to Bergonzi, sang it badly.  From the dressing 
room, Bergonzi sang the first high C of his career.   
Perhaps it was a stroke of fortune or because I didn’t know what it really meant to 
sing high C; but to me came perhaps the most beautiful C of my career. From that 
point, I really began to think of changing register. Three months later—January 
12, 1951—when my eldest son, Maurizio, was born, I made my tenor debut as 
Andrea Chénier at the Petruzzelli in Bari.  From then on, I sang as a tenor.77 
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When asked about the challenges he faced during the transition process, Bergonzi 
lamented, “Since my voice really wasn’t a baritone, in the three years I sang as one I had 
to force my voice, in order to fatten it. For my first 15 days as a tenor, I had some 
difficulty in lightening the sound, especially on low notes. But I quickly found the right 
way, vocalizing on the breath, lightening the voice and concentrating on legato.”78  I  
Bergonzi notes that as a baritone, his top was F-sharp or G; however, his G 
sounded forced due to his effort to fatten it.79  His attempt at singing baritone was made 
possible only by a coordinated use of strength.  He had no teacher to guide him 
throughout this process.  His transition to tenor was one of trial and error and largely self-
taught.  His primary training aid was listening to records: 
When I was studying, I listened to records—not to imitate them—of four 
great tenors of the past: Caruso, Gigli, Schipa and Pertile. Caruso, for the 
inimitable purity of the sound. Gigli, for a vocal technique that sang on the 
piano and carried the note, linking it to the forte. Schipa, for his inimitable 
technique, achieved by no one else, that allowed him, without having a 
beautiful vocal quality, to become a great tenor. Pertile, for vocal 
technique and technique of interpretation. I tried to steal a little of this 
technique. Imitation is never good and in the end is impossible. But I tried 
to understand the vocal position and the way in which they emitted sound. 
I sang Belcore in Elisir and Marcello in Bohème with Gigli and a tour of 
Elisir with Schipa, and I learned a great deal.80 
 
Bergonzi laments that even as a baritone, his lowest performable note was B-
flat.81  As a tenor, surprisingly, he was more than comfortable with C being his lowest 
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note.  He makes an interesting assertion here: “They say you are an artist, and therefore 
you must know that a tenor must never force the low notes but sing them lightly. They 
are called for, but there’s no need to exaggerate them.”82 
 
Simon O’Neill 
In talking about his transition from baritone to tenor, New Zealand born Simon O’Neill 
admits “I was a baritone with some potential as a 23 or 24-year-old professional.  I was 
singing all the lovely Donizetti arias like “Bella siccome un angelo…but once you are a 
baritone and you start singing things like Pierrot’s Tanzlied from Die Todt Stadt or 
“Largo al Factotum” from Barbiere—to sing those you need a facility in the upper end of 
the voice.”83  Despite this, O’Neill laments, “I didn’t have a very good top as a baritone.  
However, at the age of 24 I decided that I would give tenor a try.  So, I remember one 
weekend I did the bass solos in Messiah, and the next week I sang the Evangelist (tenor) 
in the Christmas Oratorio.”84  Despite both being “absolutely terrible” he notes that this 
shift seemed to happen over the course of a weeks’ time.  He attributed his early tenor 
singing to using what he calls a “quasi fake French approach.”85  He describes it as a 
balance between singing covered and employing a voix mixte.  He notes that when he got 
to Manhattan School of Music, he initially studied with Dona Vaughn who assigned him 
“E la solita storia del pastore” from Cilea’s L’Arlesiana.  He quips, “I just put it in my 
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nose.”86  What he describes as being the crucial factor between moving from the baritone 
to tenor fach was that his speaking voice began to develop at strong forward resonance. 
According to O’Neill, his voice followed in tandem with his speaking voice.  He gained 
an ability to produce a resonant sound in the upper end of his baritone voice; despite 
having trouble with producing a desirable sound.  He describes his sound as being similar 
to nails on a chalkboard.  The portion of his range that he attributes this resonance is 
roughly C#4 to F#4.  According to O’Neill, his transition to tenor happened to him, 
involuntarily.  He notes that his voice just started “sounding more tenor-y, with more 
squillo, or "ping."87 In all, O’Neill confesses that it took "10 years of hard work — and 
[of] making some atrocious sounds to make a full transition to heldentenor repertoire. 
Having done so, it's made my career take off."88    
 . 
Raymond Gibbs 
Raymond Gibbs, a longtime leading tenor at the Metropolitan Opera, discussed 
his transition from baritone to tenor with me.  His account pointed me toward the teacher 
who helped him and others through the transition to tenor.  His journey to tenor began 
after he had established himself at the Metropolitan Opera as a baritone.  Gibbs recounts, 
“I was working at the Met as a baritone.  I realized when I got to the Met why I wasn’t a 
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leading baritone.”89 He lamented that may of his peers, including Robert Merrill and 
Cornell McNeil, could create more sound than him. “My voice had a much creamier 
texture.”90 Gibbs was also alarmed at the fact that he could routinely warm up to A4 or 
Bb4, whereas most of his baritone counterparts could not.  It was not that Gibbs suddenly 
became able to sing high.  He had just not been in the fraternity of other baritones, so he 
was never able to put his voice into the context of peers.  Despite this problem, as a 
baritone, Gibbs did find professional success as a baritone—over several years.  He 
quipped, “I sang as a leading baritone for 2 years at New York City Opera before coming 
to the Met.”91 
Gibbs went on to note the way he made the transition: 
At the time, I studied with Cornelius Reid—and after that, I went to one of 
his protégés, Dan Merriman.  I began to experiment with tenor stuff—I 
would do some Wagnerian arias with him just for fun.  I found out I could 
sing all the notes.  I began to think I need to start thinking about becoming 
a tenor.  While I was singing at the Met, I was singing baritone things.  I 
don’t recommend this, but on the side, I was studying tenor things and 
learning to be a tenor.92   
 
When asked if a change in technique (and approach) was necessary for him to 
become a tenor, Gibbs answered in the affirmative.  Unfortunately, early in his transition, 
he worked as if there was no real change to be made.  In fact, Gibbs said, “I did not know 
that there was any kind of change in technique.  The technique I had learned was what I 
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would call the prevailing establishment technique where you support with your abs, and 
you create an open throat by a yawn feeling—and hold the larynx in a low position with 
the tongue.”93  Here, Gibbs is describing the idea of “hooking” or manually depressing 
the larynx in order to gain access through the passaggio into the top.  He described Mario 
del Monaco and Sherrill Milnes as examples of this method.  He noted that they both 
sang phenomenally—but were not always reliable.   
Gibbs continued,  
I would sing [demonstrates ‘Avant de quitter’] in this manner.  Then when 
I was singing tenor I would just go [demonstrates ‘Recondita Armonia’]—
and I would sing the same way!  I could get to the Bb that way, and it felt 
great in my ears.  However, listening to it later—I was never a light high 
tenor.  Singing that way, I would get to the note [demonstrates a high-Bb], 
but it was tense.  And I didn’t know what other people heard, but the 
sound was kind of stringy to me.  I sang that way at the Met for 3 years.94   
 
In both of Gibbs’ demonstrations, it was clear that he was artificially darkening 
the voice through manipulation (forceful depressing) of the larynx.  There was a clear 
disconnect between his low and middle registers and the top.  This attests Richard 
Miller’s criteria. 
Despite singing in this manner, Gibbs enjoyed some success.  He sang as a tenor 
at the Metropolitan Opera for 3 years while utilizing this method.   
I did a number of things.  I got a new production of Gianni Schicchi, I did 
Rinuccio—I did a lot of auditions for companies in Europe at the time.   I 
did a pretty good performance of La Bohème, and I did the “Che gelida 
manina” in key (with the high-C)—and after the performance, Dohnányi, 
who was the director then at the Munich Opera, said, “Good performance, 
I like your voice, but I don’t think I hear an Italianate quality.  We want 
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you to sing Mozart.  We are going to offer you a festspiele.”  I turned it 
down because I’m not a Mozart tenor, and I had never been one.  What 
they were hearing in the auditorium, however, was a high light sound.  
That was very disturbing to me.95   
 
Despite all of Gibb’s manipulation of the voice, the sound he heard in his ears was 
not the sound people heard in the hall.  What Gibbs is describing is an artificially 
produced sound.  He was making a certain sound as a baritone in order to be competitive 
with other baritones.  When he transitioned to tenor, he continued singing the higher 
literature with this same artificial production, and as a result, his voice didn’t sound 
natural.  In fact, it sounded unlike his real voice at all.   
 
I was controlling my larynx with the tongue.  And, when you go to the 
passaggio, there are two ways to accomplish the transition from the lower 
to the upper register, and to do it freely.  The first way is what I would call 
the “hook” or the “cover.”  In that way, what happens is you use the 
tongue to press down on the thyroid cartilage, and that tilts the thyroid 
cartilage back a bit, lengthening the vocal folds which facilitates the 
transition.  This helps you get into the head voice or what Miller called the 
voce piena in testa.  When that happens, it helps you get it—but when you 
are a baritone, you aren’t going but about two notes above the passaggio, 
so that is a legitimate method to use to go through.  As a tenor, because I 
had another fourth or so to go, I had to discover how to do the passaggio 
without hooking.   
 
Gibbs noted that his epiphany came in 1972, when he began studying with 
Michael Trimble, who taught what he calls a “classic technique” that is rooted in the 
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Italian system of appoggio.96  Gibbs summed up Trimble’s entire method for 
transitioning with one word:  breath.   
 
This, I learned with a teacher (1972) … Michael Trimble.  I discovered 
this new way of breathing and singing.  I didn’t have to control the larynx 
at all.  All I had to do was control the pressure.  Instead of hooking, I just 
use pressure to cross into the top.  It is freer, richer, and has more 
presence.  I wish I had discovered that when I was starting out.  It started 
off a whole new way of singing.  Tongue tension was gone.  Any kind of 
control here was relinquished—the throat feels almost vulnerable.  It is a 
feeling in the throat.  You want to feel completely vulnerable.  As you go 
up, you do not want to create the chicken neck tenor—the thing that keeps 
the larynx in position isn’t the tongue, it’s the breath.  The tongue is not 
involved.  When that happens you feel uncontrolled here (points to the 
throat).  The passaggio has to take place within the larynx, unconsciously, 
so long as there is no excess pressure on the vocal folds.  They can 
lengthen and the cricothyroids can shorten without any undue tension, to 
aid the move to the upper voice.97  
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CHAPTER IV – APPOGGIO (THE MISSING PIECE) 
As with Ray Gibbs, Plácido Domingo had a rapid indoctrination into tenor 
literature, and was soon singing major roles.  Being that his technique was not yet 
refined, Domingo sang his first tenor performances with the identical approach he used as 
a baritone.  
A seminal moment came in a practice session with Marta Ornelas.  She was a 
friend, and one of the only people who had critiqued Domingo’s baritone approach to 
tenor literature.  She told him, “I cannot hear you enough; you are not projecting 
enough.”  She went on to say, “I’m glad that everyone else thinks your work is all right, 
but I love you and care very much about you, and I’m telling you that something is 
wrong.”98  In working through this problem, Domingo realized his approach to 
supporting the voice was faulty.  The idea of discovering a faulty understanding of the 
breath seems to be a common trope among those who make the transition.  It is as if some 
singers are talented enough to be able to “make it work” as a baritone with a subpar 
understanding of the breath; however, once the breath begins to work differently (and the 
real understanding of appoggio is experienced), an epiphany takes place.  Each singer 
encountered in this study attests that it was a rediscovery of the breath that propelled 
them into being a tenor.   
Domingo notes, “Little by little, I began to discover the secrets of supporting the 
voice, and as a result, it grew in both size and in security.  I had always thought that one 
must pull back the diaphragm in order to sing, and I had not been giving it enough space.  
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Now I was learning how to breathe properly, how to fill the diaphragm, and how to 
maintain correct breath support.  This is the technique I have used ever since.”99  
Discovering how to employ appoggio is a non-negotiable aspect of the tenor singing 
technique.  I had to relearn how to breathe, and I had to learn to breathe controlling with 
my inhalation muscles rather than with my abs.”100   
 
The exercises that Michael Trimble used with Raymond Gibbs during the transition 
process are as follows: 
   
La messa di voce.  
The first exercise Trimble calls la messa di voce (“the measure of the voice”).   
 
 The object of this exercise is to begin onset of a note (on any vowel) in falsetto, 
and increase it to full voice and back to falsetto, without losing any emission of the 
breath.  This is only possible if the pressure of the breath moves with sufficient energy 
from the lower back to the lower chest.101 
The Exercise: 
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1. Breathe silently through the nose into the lower back while pulling the 
abdomen inward, maintaining a gentle smile at all times. Allow only the 
ribs in the lower back to expand. 
2. Keep the weight of the voice as close to the falsetto as possible, especially 
at the instant of instigation of the sound, without allowing the slightest hint 
of breathiness or nasality. 
3. Slowly transition to a full-voiced sound while pressing the breath against 
the center of the chest at the beginning of the tone.  Maintain the pressure 
of the breath against the chest as long as the phrase lasts.102    
 
[Njam] 
 According to Michael Trimble, learning the second instigator is best facilitated by 
singing the phonetic sequence, [njam].103  This, combined with the breath support learned 
with la messa di voce, will encourage resonance in the mask.  The one rule that a singer 
must remember when performing this is not to listen to the voice, but rather to focus only 
on the breath being aimed at the chest.  The resonance is caused by the consonants and 
vowels, and is a result of the breath.  The resonance cannot be achieved independently of 
the breath; it is entirely a reactive response to diaphragmatic function.  One of the major 
faults of singers who are exploring their voice is to place resonance as a goal itself. 
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A correct diaphragmatic response will occur if the [nj] plus a vowel is sustained.  
The combinations of consonants like [nj] with a vowel immediately attached to it will 
produce an outward and downward movement of the diaphragm. 
The following combinations can be used: 
 
A. [njam] (NnnYYAHM) 
B. [njεm] (NnnYYEHM) 
C. [njim] (NnnYYEEM) 
D. [njom] (NnnYYOHM) 
E. [njum] (NnnYYOOM) 
 
The process must be initiated in this order: 
 
1. First, inhale deeply into the lower back. 
2. Instigate the correct action in the diaphragm by using a consonant/vowel 
combination that results in the diaphragm functioning as a support 
method.  
3. Identify diaphragmatic response. 
4. Accept the resulting sound and natural placement of the voice.104 
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The entire aim of this exercise, though resulting in resonance, is the correct action 
of the diaphragm.   
 
Smiling lip clamp  
 If one simply closes the lips together while singing, the consonant [m] is 
produced.  Singing this consonant with the lips relaxed will open the nose and cause 
resonance to drop out of the true mask and into the nasal cavity.  Caruso warned to 
“never sing into the nasal cavity.  It is against all the rules of song.”105 
 
 If a singer produces an [m] sound, it will not necessarily create the correct 
reaction in the diaphragm.  The object is to instigate diaphragmatic response.  The first 
thing that must be noted is that this exercise has nothing to do with the [m] that is sung in 
song literature.  Instead, this [m] will resemble the consonant [m] but is something else 
entirely.   
 Instead of closing the lips together in a normal [m] shape, the lips should be 
pressed together as extremely as possible, and the corners of the mouth should be pulled 
back.  This will not allow the lips to pucker or purse.  It is only when the lips are in this 
smiling shape that a sound should be made.  Inside the mouth and throat, behind the lip 
clamp, only pure vowels are to be sung.  The lip clamp is, in a way, a variation on 
humming, but it has nothing to do with humming. Humming opens the nose and places 
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the voice in the nasal cavity.  The difference between the hum and the clamp has to do 
with the response, or lack thereof, in the diaphragm. 
 This smiling lip clamp instigates a definite downward and outward reaction in the 
diaphragm.  This can be seen by repeating, “[m], [m], [m],” with the lips clamped 
together.  The lower chest and upper belly will respond by moving outward with each 
new [m]. 
 The exercise concludes with the [m] being followed by an [a].  This 
diaphragmatic function that is produced with the [m] will sustain as the singer creates the 
[a] vowel.  Once this diaphragmatic response is initiated, it will sustain for the duration of 
the tone.  The resulting support found in this exercise is the same function that Caruso, 
Tetrazzini, Melchior, and Lehman talk about when they use the term appoggio.  It is the 
basis of good singing.106 
 
The [ha-la] or “hah—lllah” 
 This exercise asks the singer to produce a sound that begins with a short “hah” 
and then instantly changes into a sustained [l], as if beginning a word with that 
consonant.  A good example of this is to think of the German word for hall (Halle).  The 
emphasis is on the double [l].  The [l] should be formed by using the tip of the tongue 
against the back of the upper front teeth, and not closing the teeth together.  The [ha] part 
of the word is what establishes the diaphragmatic action that supports the voice, and the 
sustaining [l] instigates an outward and downward reaction in the diaphragm.  
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 If the singer will immediately sustain the [l] with the tip of the tongue pressed against the 
back of the upper front teeth, the result will be an outward movement of the solar plexus.  
The singer can extrapolate this exercise to sustain certain sounds on every vowel: 
 
1. [ha-la] (HahLLaah) 
2. [ha-lε] (HahLLehh) 
3. [ha-li] (HahLee) 
4. [ha-lo] (HahLLoh) 
5. [ha-lu] (HahLLoo)107 
 
In order to help the singer experience the correct sensations when employing 
appoggio, we will look at several images and exercises.  In what Jerome Hines felt to be 
the seminal moment in his vocal development, he describes an encounter with 
Metropolitan Opera tenor, Kurt Baum.  Hines was experiencing tremendous difficulty in 
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his top and went to Baum for advice.  Baum diagnosed his problem by telling Hines that 
he was misusing his breath.  “The higher you go the deeper you must feel your appoggio.  
As you sing higher, you must take the breath pressure away from your vocal cords.  
Drink the tone.”108  Baum described what he felt during appoggio by saying, “On a high 
C, I almost feel like I am inhaling instead of exhaling.  You must support deeper as you 
sing higher.”109 
To this point as a professional singer, Hines had been able to rely on talent, 
athletic ability, and muscular control.  As he entered middle age, however, this approach 
became less reliable.  He had to confront this deficiency.  Hines describes his 
interpretation of the correct sensation during appoggio as pushing down in the abdomen.  
In his book Great Singers on Great Singing, he collects valuable insight and an 
image from tenor, James McCracken.  McCracken concedes, “I don’t breathe much 
differently than when I am talking.”110  The important factor to McCracken is not the 
inhalation of air, but rather, what happens as one begins to exhale and phonate.  
McCracken claimed that his understanding of this process was so attuned that he could 
warm up and get his voice ready to perform without uttering a tone.111  He demonstrated 
this for Hines by doing a series of puffing sounds, or as Hines described it, “…a sort of 
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puh, puh, puh.”  Hines noted that McCracken’s torso (sternum and downward) was 
working mightily.   
What Hines felt to be the most pivotal of descriptions came when McCracken 
began to speak about a bow and arrow.  “I have a simile of a bow and arrow.  It goes 
down and compresses.  You’re going to shoot for the high note, but you’re pulling down, 
down.  You don’t reach for the high note by pushing the air.  You reach for the high note 
by bringing it (the arrow) down.  A bow and arrow.  It’s not a bad simile.”112  Hines 
responded, “You mean the feathered tail is down in the abdomen with the point aiming 
up to be shot?”113  McCracken replied in the affirmative. 
Hines went on to ask McCracken where in his body he felt this compression of 
the breath.  McCracken replied, “Way down.  It’s from the breastbone down.  If you feel 
compression up here (McCracken indicates the larynx) you’ve got a problem.  No 
compression in the voice box.  It stops here (McCracken indicates the solar plexus).  
There is a cylinder of air, that is under compression.  When its needed it makes the sound, 
but without any particular effort.”114  McCracken noted that when he gets tired on stage, 
it isn’t his voice or larynx that gets fatigued; but rather, his abdomen area.   
Hines asked him further about compression: “I get the picture of a force and 
counterforce…one set of muscles starts to compress the breath against the cords, and 
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another set says, ‘Oh, no you don’t!’”115  McCracken affirms this.  He adds, “I would say 
that that counter strength…it’s metering it (the breath) out.  That’s why I say it’s a 
column of air under compression.” 
Perhaps one of the more interesting statements from McCracken is this: “Now, I 
still get red when I sing…Did you ever see a baby cry?”  Hines quips, “They get red.”  
McCracken concludes, “And do they hurt themselves?  They cry just as hard ten minutes 
from now as they’re crying now.”116 
Hines offers some images to help the singer better understand the role of the body 
during singing.  According to Hines, “The perfect analogy for this manipulation (use of 
the body to meter the speed and quantity of air being released) is found in using a garden 
hose without a nozzle. When you turn it on full strength, the water projects no more than 
two or three feet. If you press your thumb over the open end of the hose, the water squirts 
considerably further—and with much greater force. Did the amount of water flow 
increase? No, it probably decreased a bit. The difference lay in how you utilized the 
pressure.”117  He attributes this to the counteracting forces taking place in the body during 
singing.  Hines provides three images to help describe this.  
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Figure 2 Lung Illustration By Jerome Hines118 
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Hines explains: 
The tube running through the cork at the top represents the trachea, or wind pipe. 
Where it branches out at the Y is the beginning of the two bronchial tubes, and the 
two balloons represent the lungs. A rubber diaphragm, stretched across the open 
bottom of the bell jar, represents, in a somewhat simplistic manner, the human 
diaphragm (simplistic, since the human diaphragm is not flat, but arched up into 
the chest cavity when in the relaxed, rest position). Bearing this in mind, the bell 
jar affords us a reasonable facsimile of the human breathing apparatus. 
 
The two balloons in the rest position contain a certain amount of residual air, as 
do the lungs. To verify this, try exhaling from the rest position and you will see 
that a fair quantity of air is still available. In fact, in normal breathing we do not 
exchange more than 15-25 percent of the air in our lungs. 
 
Glued onto the bottom of the rubber diaphragm of the bell jar is a handle, so it can 
be properly manipulated. If we pull down on the handle, stretching the membrane, 
air sucks in through the tube in the cork in the same manner that contraction of the 
human diaphragm sucks air into our lungs through the windpipe. This action 
inflates the balloons. Obviously, as we release the handle, it is the elasticity that 
pulls the diaphragm back to its initial position, deflating the balloons. This is a 
rough parallel to normal, quiet breathing. 
 
It can be a different story, however, when we speak. To demonstrate this, we 
would have to push up on the handle, stretching the rubber diaphragm up into the 
bell jar, forcing the residual air out of the balloon. 
This is how exhalation is accomplished in normal speech. 
 
Then, to inhale, we simply release the membrane from below. In speaking or 
singing without taking a breath the support, or abdominal muscles, force the 
diaphragm upward into the chest cavity, an action which it resists by its 
contractility. When you relax the sup- port muscles the diaphragm effortlessly 
drops back down to the neutral position.119 
 
 
 
According to Hines, we do not take a breath.  Rather, we set the conditions of the 
body to take a breath for us.  He equates the inhalation process to a relaxation and not a 
                                                 
119 Hines, The Four Voices of Man, 28-29. 
 54 
muscular effort.  Once we begin to sing, we are endeavoring to keep the body from 
collapsing.    
Bill Schuman describes appoggio as finding a way to keep energizing the sound 
with the body and pressurizing the breath flow without over-pressurizing it.  He speaks 
about the body being active.  For Schuman though, appoggio comes as a result of the 
breath becoming free of tension.  “And I have found, through my work, that if you really 
free the voice, the body starts responding.  If you have your students lie down on the 
ground for eight months the voice never connects or frees.”120  Schuman instructs his 
students to take a mental inventory of their entire body.  He firmly believes that once the 
free sound is found that the mind becomes aware of what the body has had to do to aid in 
the process.  He talks about singers who gain and lose weight and as a result lose track of 
that mental inventory.121   
 
Marcello Giordani is a well-known tenor and also a student of Bill Schuman.  In 
talking about appoggio with Stefan Zucker, Giordani advises, “We should concentrate 
more on breathing out than breathing in.  A slow, careful breathing enables us not only to 
shape musical phrases without jerking, abrupt sounds; it also enables us to give the sound 
manifold colors and shadings, so we can pass from pianissimo to fortissimo and vice 
versa.”  He then goes on to state the importance of appoggio: “Good or bad singing 
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depends on the strength with which we breathe out, on the larynx’s opening, on the 
tension of the soft palate, on the position of the tongue and lips.”122 
 
Giordani defines appoggio as “…the contact between the breath and the sound.  
Without support the sound is flabby and insubstantial.  The vowels, when unsupported, 
seem to be surrounded by a mist and very often are produced with an aspirated ‘h.’”123 
 
George Shirley is an African-American tenor who enjoyed success as a leading 
tenor at the Metropolitan Opera.  He currently teaches voice at the University of 
Michigan.  His view on appoggio mirrors what we have seen thus far.  There is a full 
coordination between both the voice and the body.  Shirley notes, “I feel it around the 
solar plexus because that’s where the nerve endings come together.  When I get really 
emotionally involved in my signing, I can feel all those muscles across my back become 
firmer.  That’s where I feel the emotion.  It makes my ribcage feel larger without pushing 
or pulling or squeezing anything to make that happen.”124 
 
Shirely goes on to advise that as he ascends in pitch, he doesn’t “…do anything 
consciously to apply pressure anywhere in the support system.  It’s all mind over matter.  
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It’s like a piston pushing pressure up the center of my body, which I assume is applying 
the subglottal air pressure that I need.  I can feel this sort of tuck itself in a bit.”125 
 
Alfredo Krauss, the great Spanish tenor noted that appoggio is about pushing out.  
When asked what exactly he pushed out during singing, Krauss replied, “All around.  All 
the body.  The stomach gets very hard, like stone.”126  In talking about preparing the body 
for the breath Krauss laments that fact that most people do not know how to do it.  He 
asserts, “They push the stomach out, and that’s all.  The technique I use is the intercostal 
diaphragmatic.  You move the ribs all around, not only here, but in the back too.”127  
When asked how he presses on his ribs during in halation, Krauss answered, “Out.  And I 
take in air at the same time.”128 
Similarly, David Jones speaks about the need to feel outward pressure in the 
lower lumbar region and even the back portion of the ribs.129  Alan Lindquest is 
purported to have once said “Take a thimble full of breath and put it in the lower back.”  
This aphorism is describing the contrast between taking too much breath into the chest 
region (high and shallow) and taking just enough into the lungs.130   To feel this correctly, 
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Jones has a singer sit in a straight-backed chair and practice breathing into the lower 
back.  He suggests that when they stand and try to create this same feeling that they must 
have one foot in front of the other and be standing with their weight on the balls of their 
feet.  This allows the back to be in the best possible posture to engage the lower back.  He 
also suggests a student lay in a prone position and breath into the lower back rather than 
into the abdomen.   He also notes that a student who breathes successfully into the lower 
back will be able to extend the “grunt muscles” at the onset of sound.  His philosophy is 
that these muscles must continue to extend further as the singer goes higher and higher.  
This is to Jones the essence of holding back pressure in the body. 
 
 
Raymond Gibbs helps the singer feel outward expansion by employing an 
exercise that builds on the sound “blup.”  He has the singer begin with a complete 1-3-5-
1-5-3-1 octave sequence on the sound “blup” before ascending again with individual 
“ah’s.”  On the final triad the singer sustains “ah” for the duration of the octave sequence. 
 
 
Musical Example 1 Raymond Gibbs “Blup” Exercise 
He asks the singer to concentrate on feeling body expansion on each [b] 
consonant and allowing the body to relax (draw in air) before the next one.  Gibbs will 
have the singer place his hands on the side of the ribs or in the lower rear portion of the 
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ribs to help engage this outward “bounce.”  As the singer transitions to the sustained [a], 
the feeling is the same, minus the [b] consonant.  As the singer sustains the [a] vowel 
over the duration of the octave, the singer will feel a continuous outward pressure and 
expanding of space in the body. 
 In the end, it seems that the majority of these accounts intersect at the 
breath.  There seems to be a link between these voices developing into tenors, 
both because of their natural physical makeup and in their discovering a more 
efficient use of the breath. 
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CHAPTER V – TONGUE TENSION, PUSH ELEMENT, AND LISTENING 
When discussing the baritone to tenor transition, there are a number of idiomatic 
challenges that this voice often faces.  These include but are not limited to tongue 
tension, tension in the jaw and lips, overuse of breath, and understanding the idea of 
appoggio.  
Though there are a number of technical problems the transitioning tenor must 
face, the issue of tongue tension (specifically at the root of the tongue) is shared by nearly 
every singer who makes this switch.131 In an interview with the author, Michael Hix notes 
that because many transitioning tenors were misclassified as baritones, some of them 
sang as baritones with a need to create or manufacture a noble baritone sound. To 
necessitate this, tongue depression was often utilized as a technique that allowed the 
singer to experience (through listening to himself in real time) what he perceived to be a 
larger, thicker, or darker timbre.  David Jones warns about the danger of a male singer 
employing downward pressure with the tongue in an effort to increase perceived vocal 
color and size.  Among the consequences of singing with a retracted or depressed tongue 
are fatigue, unclear diction, distortion across the vowel spectrum, and an insufficient 
presence of higher overtones necessary for resonating in a large house. 
Richard Miller provides information concerning misclassification and how to 
remedy the unique challenges that it causes.  He does not address tongue tension 
regarding the tenor, specifically.  The issue with the tongue and the transitioning singer is 
among the most ubiquitous of problems this voice type will face.  Though there is little 
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written about it, David Jones and others have provided a number of solutions.  To help 
remedy this problem, Jones advocates the singer adopting a fronted tip of the tongue, 
against the lower gum-tooth line.132  He recommends retaining this fronted position 
during all singing.   He is not alone.  Bill Schuman from the Academy of Vocal Arts in 
Philadelphia holds precisely the same view.  He insists that the tongue should “…be 
relaxed, touching the lower teeth.  The back of the tongue should not be depressed.  If 
they push the tongue muscle down it locks the larynx.”133    Jones feels that “Correct 
tongue tip position will also help the singer to achieve and sustain the open acoustical 
space behind the tongue-root.  If the tongue-tip is not in the correct position for a given 
vowel, the root of the tongue can become tense and it is then difficult to release the 
laryngeal muscles or sing clear vowels.”134   
He further suggests that when working on fronting the tongue, that the singer 
should allow the jaw to unhinge down and slightly to the back.  Bill Schuma agrees, 
stating, “It should feel unhinged—the back molars feel like their opened up.  The jaw 
should be released and without tension.  It should be tilted slightly back, not jutted 
forward.”135  In contrast, he warns against protruding the lower jaw forward.  Jones 
prescribes that the singer try to stabilize the jaw down and back, with the tongue fronted, 
followed by speaking the five Italian vowels without allowing the jaw to close.  
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According to Jones, this will allow the singer to experience the correct range of fronted 
tongue positions for each vowel sound, naturally. 
 
The three general fronted positions according to Jones are: 
1. The tongue fronted at the base of the gums below where the teeth and gums meet.  
This is the position for [a], [ɔ], [o] 
2. The tongue fronted at the border of the teeth and gum line.  This is the position for 
[e] and [ɛ]. 
3. The tongue fronted behind and touching the lower front teeth.  This is the position 
for [i], [u], and [y] 
 
Figure 3 David Jones Tongue Positions136 
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David Jones’s Tongue Exercises 
Jones prescribes a number of exercises intended to help the singer experience the 
correct fronted position and achieve a tension free tongue root. 
 
Exercise 1  
In the first exercise, the singer is to use his fingertips to stabilize the jaw in a 
slightly down and back position.  Once stabilized, the singer is to speak the five Italian 
vowels allowing the tongue to naturally assume the correct position for each. 
 
Exercise 2  
The second exercise is similar but asks the singer to phonate on a static pitch 
alternating between the vowels [e], [a], [e], [a], [e], [a], [e] in a legato line. This can be 
done either singing a note or speaking.  The purpose of this exercise is to strengthen the 
tip of the tongue, minimize the tendency for the root of the tongue to pull back into the 
pharynx, and train the tongue to move independently of the jaw.  The tongue moves to 
the forward most position on [e] and then relaxes on [a].  
  
Musical Example 2 David Jones Tongue Exercise  
 
 
 
 
 63 
Exercise 3  
In the third exercise, Jones instructs the singer to use his hands to position the jaw 
in the down and back posture and then proceed to say the word “diddle,” or [dIdl] again 
and again. 
   
Musical Example 3 David Jones Tongue Tip Exercise137 
The singer will feel the tip of the tongue move in a rapid manner, independent of 
the jaw.  If the tongue becomes tense, Jones advises slowing the exercise down until the 
tip of the tongue gains proficient movement. Once the singer can speak this series of 
words without tongue or jaw tension, he should proceed to sing a five note scale, with a 
new syllable on each pitch. 
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Exercise 4  
In exercise four, Jones instructs the singer to speak the Italian syllables, [la, le, li, 
lo, lu] without moving the jaw.  He insists that the voiced [l] must originate under the 
cheekbones and not at the tongue root. 
 
Musical Example 4 David Jones Jaw Exercise138 
 
Exercise 5   
In the fifth tongue exercise, Jones uses the [ng] to help the singer achieve 
resonance in vowels, while maintaining an economy of motion in the jaw.  In training the 
tongue to function with the [ng] position as the neutral position, it is important to keep 
the tongue naturally fronted while allowing the middle of the tongue to arch and touch 
the mid molars of the upper teeth.  He has the singer begin with [ng] on a sustained pitch 
and then slowly move toward an open vowel such as the Italian [a].  As the singer moves 
to the open vowel, he must keep the [ng] middle tongue arch, but simultaneously feel the 
soft palate raise high and away from the tongue root.  This feeling is similar to the raise 
in the palate that one feels when pronouncing the sound “kah.”139  In contrast, any sudden 
dropping of the middle tongue will distort the higher overtones in the sound.   
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Musical Example 5 David Jones [ng] Exercise 
The second part of this exercise involves singing a descending five-tone scale on 
the words ying, yeng, yang, yong, yung [jiŋ jɛŋ jaŋ jɔŋ jʊŋ].  He insists that this tongue 
position is one which that the tenor must employ in order to have freedom throughout the 
voice. 
 
 
Musical Example 6 David Jones “Hung-gah” Exercise140 
The final tongue exercise employs the use of the syllables “hung-gah” or [hʌŋ] 
[ga].  In this exercise the [g] is a consonant that he describes as reflexive, in that it helps 
the singer in opening the soft palate space while simultaneously allowing the vocal folds 
to keep efficient closure.  The one point of caution that Jones gives is to make sure not to 
over-blow the [g] by using an overabundance of breath pressure.  He suggests using a cue 
such as blowing breath out of the mouth space, instead; or trying to channel breath 
directly up toward the soft palate.  In the exercise, the singer begins the first pitch with 
“hung” and then changes to “gah” and proceeds to sing down the scale.  According to 
Jones, this is the most successful exercise he has used in teaching singers to have tension 
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free tongue roots. 
 
 
Musical Example 7 David Jones Descending Exercise141 
 
Bill Schuman of the Academy of Vocal Arts, in Philadelphia also employs an 
exercise with the consonant [g] as a means to remove tongue tension.  Similar to Jones’ 
final exercise, Schuman’s exercise is an ascending and descending octave sung with 
triplets alternating between the sounds [gɔ] [gɔ] [gɔ] [gɔ].  The use of the [g] serves to 
relax the lowest part of the tongue behind the larynx.  He insists that the goal of this 
exercise isn’t to create a beautiful sound, but to build free vocal function.142  In using this 
exercise he often asks the tenor to employ a bit of “cry” in the tone or to feel as if the 
sound is obnoxious. 
 
Musical Example 8 Bill Schuman “Go, Go, Go” Exercise 
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Many singers and teachers insist that tenors must employ the use of the [ng] 
tongue position as a practical cue to keep the tongue up and out of the pharyngeal space. 
Enrico Caruso referred to this approach by what is commonly termed “the Caruso box.”  
One famous singer went to Caruso for advice in the wake of losing his high notes.  
Caruso diagnosed the singer as having “lost your box.”143  Stefan Zucker of the Bel Canto 
Society maintains that Caruso often told his colleagues to keep “…a little stretch in the 
back of the throat to keep it open, open in the back and relaxed.  It feels like a square, but 
only on the high notes.  The palate is high and the back of the tongue flat.  This makes the 
square.”144  Schuman concurs with this.  “Yes, I believe in the Caruso box.  That’s how I 
always was told he described it.  But there must be caution not to depress the tongue in 
the back as you open the space.”145   
Bill Schuman believes that learning correct placement is an important factor in 
one freeing tension in the tongue but also in becoming a successful tenor.  He does note 
however that placement is a result of a free breath, and that though the voice may be 
placed, it is really the result of a variety of factors working together.  In terms of 
prompting a singer to place the voice, Schuman coaches singers “…by having them hum 
with the position of the [n].  I think of the mask as a racoon-like space. On the low notes, 
at the mustache, then at the eyes.  I have them aim their voices into the upper cheeks but 
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not at the nose.”146  For Schuman though, this is all dependent upon the breath moving 
upward with the right amount of pressure: “Lifting the palate creates the sensation of 
opening space and causes the sound to go up in the back.”147 
Marcello Giordano, who studies with Schuman notes that he employs a yawn 
position without depressing the tongue root.  He elaborates by saying that “The two 
positions aren’t contradictory.  Try to yawn, and you’ll see that the larynx returns to its 
natural position—that is to say, low.  But the palate, on the other hand, raises, creating a 
space with the uvula elevated, giving the voice color and perfect harmonics.”148  
Giordano goes on to assert that once a singer realizes that his tongue and mouth should 
remain in the most natural physiological position possible, that he feels it is important to 
create an almost yawning sensation, lifting the palate high, while keeping the tip of the 
tongue fronted near the lower dental arch.149 
Penelope Bitzas feels that one of the most important fundamentals that a tenor can 
master is to get the tongue up and out of the throat, with a little height, and no pressing.  
She laments that many singers come to her with their tongues retracted far into the 
pharyngeal space.  Her imagery is what she calls “the fluffy tongue,” describing the 
sensation as being“…like a humpbacked whale, not like a spoon.”150   
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When it comes to placement, Bitzas notes, “I don’t feel it in my head.  I feel it 
here inside my mouth.  I put my Bb5 on my hard palate so it can stay rounded.  My B5 
feels like it is on my eyeteeth.  The C6 goes in the same direction, just not quite as wide.  
My A5 is in a smaller place—much smaller.  Most of the time, however, I’ve tried not to 
think of my voice as being anywhere.151   
According to Alfredo Krauss, “You have to send the air and the sound to the mask 
and to produce all vowels in the position of “ee.”  According to my technique “ee” is the 
easiest vowel and the best for projecting the voice.  It has the most overtones and 
squillo.”152   
Kenneth Bozeman offers a slightly different interpretation of the [ng] position.  In 
his book Kinesthetic Voice Pedagogy, he notes that in addition to the [ng] position the 
singer would be best served were he to imagine his pharyngeal space and mouth as 
consisting of two distinct rooms.153  In his view, the arch in the tongue is the wall that 
separates the front room the back room.154  Between the top of the arched tongue and the 
raised soft palate is a narrow corridor (or channel) that breath moves through during 
singing.  He insists that any sensation that is related to a full yawn or a stretching upward 
of the soft palate (which eliminates the image of having two rooms) is wrong.  His 
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contention is that the narrower the two rooms can feel (from front to back), the more 
space is created for the singer.   
A second contribution from Bozeman is his view that what singers feel when 
prompted to raise the soft palate is often experienced in the incorrect anatomical place.  
He laments that many teachers use the full yawn sensation when teaching.  Bill Schuman 
agrees.  He notes, “I teach the beginning of the yawn.  People take it too far.”155 
  In discussing body mapping and the Alexander Technique, Bozeman laments 
that when it comes to sensations and perceived action in our mouths and throats, we often 
feel things backward.  According to Bozeman, the feeling of lift or upward stretch that a 
singer employs must be felt forward of the ears, more in the position of “kah.”156  As 
Bozeman explains, any sense of opening or stretch that takes place behind the ears is 
actually engaging the musculature of the tongue.157 
Everett McCorvey also utilizes the [k] sound.  He has the singer start with a [k] 
sound that feels as if it is striking the roof of the hard palate directly behind the top teeth.  
He immediately has them place the [a] vowel there.  For trouble shooting, he has the 
singer hold their nose to see if there is any buzzing in the nose.  He wants the singer to 
feel their voice strike the hard palate but not move toward a nasal sound. 
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Musical Example 9 Everett McCorvey [k] Exercise 
 
Push Element 
A second area that transitioning tenors must often deal with is what Alan 
Lindquest termed the “push element.”  According to Lindquest, the single factor that 
contributes to inefficient singing for tenors is succumbing to pushing or using too much 
breath.   
David Jones gives an example of a baritone whom he once worked with.  He 
describes him as having a terrific voice and was a solid professional on stage; however, 
he suffered vocal fatigue after performing in operas and concerts.  In contrast, he could 
sing for long periods of time in the studio with no fatigue.  Jones realized that this singer 
was pushing his voice during live performance.  
 “Pushing the voice" is when a singer pushes too much breath pressure through 
the larynx.”158 This creates a situation in which a singer gets fatigued quickly due to over-
blowing the vocal folds.  Caruso once noted, "…we need very little air to sing.”159   
David Jones observes, “Men are especially strong in their upper body and often they use 
too much of this strength which "over-compresses" the breath. The result is a "blowing 
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out of the vocal cords.”160 The soft palate usually drops and you have a situation which 
some call "barking.”’161 
 
Jones gives two solutions for eliminating the push element.  The first is to address 
the amount of breath used when voicing consonants.  The second is to sing with the thin 
edge function of the vocal folds. 
After observing this particular Baritone for a period, I discovered that he sang 
dramatically by "pushing too much breath at the consonants.”162 The singer was using an 
increased release of breath in order to make the text seem more dramatic.  Jones notes 
that it was even more pronounced ruing recitative.  Jones had the singer work to 
incorporate the lower back into his dramatic singing and declamation. Kirsten Flagstad 
once said that she sang from her “…back muscles to the ring in her voice.”163 As other 
singers have stated, she felt as though she had no throat.  Jones suggests that “When 
singing dramatically, the back muscles must "bounce outward" at the consonants as in a 
laugh reflex. This is especially true in recitative or accented notes. The back muscles hold 
back the breath pressure in order for the singer to express dramatically without pushing or 
over-blowing the cords.”  
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The second solution is the use of the thin edge function of the vocal folds.  Alan 
Lindquest worked with singers like Jussi Bjoerling almost exclusively on solving the 
push element; or the driving of extreme breath pressure.  His philosophy was that the 
tenor should work toward using the thin edge function of the vocal folds.  Jones admits 
that it is natural for a singer to feel the need to push harder on the breath pressure as one 
ascends in pitch.  With Lindquest’s method, however, the singer should actually retain 
more pressure in the body as he ascends in pitch rather than driving this through the 
larynx.  We will discuss this more fully in the next section.   
Trimble laments the fact that some males sing in the wrong fach and as a result, 
they load up on the vocal folds with too much breath and too much activity in the vocal 
folds themselves.164  He notes such common mistakes as lyric tenors singing as dramatic 
tenors, heavier tenors singing as baritones, true baritones singing as bass-baritones, and 
lyric basses singing as basso profundos.165  The problem, says Trimble, is that the entire 
vocal fold is vibrating, rather than just the edge.166 
A notable otolaryngologist in Vienna, Hans Reudi, who is called by some the 
“unofficial singer’s doctor” in Europe, notes that, “The correct use of the vocal folds 
while singing should vibrate only their edges and not involve the entire thickness of the 
folds.”167 
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Artificially weighting the voice by using the vibrations of the entire vocal folds 
means serious trouble when going from the middle range to the high range.  If there is a 
false weighting of the voice, the process by which the voice reacts to breath pressure 
alone becomes impossible to execute consistently.   
Lindquest advocated working toward what he termed “the perfect attack.”168    
Similarly, William Vennard referred to this approach as feeling an imaginary /h/ before 
starting the tone.169  Lamperti insisted on the singer employing a small amount of “breath 
before tone.”  According to Lindquest, “The vocal cords gently close directly after 
inhalation, allowing a healthy subglottic compression of breath.  Then the singer employs 
the body connection to move the perfect amount of air through the vocal folds.”170  This 
describes what Garcia termed the coupe de glotte. Jones notes that in allowing the vocal 
folds to begin vibrating at the moment that the support muscles begin to engage, “…the 
coup de glotte is a useful tool for the singer who has historically over-blown the vocal 
cords.”171 
On the other hand, the tenor must avoid employing what Lindquest termed 
“glottal shock.” 172 Jones explains that “Glottal shock is a hard attack resulting from over-
adduction of the vocal folds, which then requires the singer to begin the tone with a large 
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expulsion of breath pressure, resulting in over-blowing.”  Detecting the correct use of the 
breath involves listening for a silent onset.  When one employs noise at the moment of 
onset, he is over-pressurizing the vocal folds.   
To remedy this hard attack, Jones advocates adopting what the old Italian teachers 
termed “inhalare la voce” or drinking the voice.  Though not a scientific description, 
Jones gives the image of feeling a vacuuming of the breath below the vocal folds.  
The positioning of the lips is a third matter that some singers and teachers address 
when speaking about tenors.   
According to Everett McCorvey from the University of Kentucky, a vertical lip 
position works best, especially for tenors.  “Yes, I tend to want singers to keep the mouth 
more vertical. I call it the fish mouth.  Not over-opened but vertical as opposed to 
horizontal.  I tend to teach that the outer corners of the mouth should not be wider than 
the perimeter of the nose because what I have found is that it’s harder to raise the palate 
when you are spreading the vowel.  You can also get more dome in the palate and better 
access to the head voice with more vertical singing.”173  
Schuman isn’t as particular.  As he does with a number of other pedagogical 
issues, Schuman emphasizes that there are no hard and fast rules.  It depends on the 
individual.  “Everyone’s different.  They have to learn to use their lips, which need to be 
relaxed.”174  He asserts that a relaxed mouth is best, but with some tenors he does have 
them address lip position.  “I have them sing with oval mouths—mouths shaped like 
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hockey rinks—until high Bb.  Then I have them open their mouths sideways.  Above Bb4 
Marcello Giordani shows a little bit of his upper teeth.  On high C5 his mouth is really 
open.  Opening the mouth sideways results in more chest resonance, which is in vogue 
today.  Vertical mouths result in more head resonance.”175 
In contrast to this approach is Franco Corelli.  Corelli does not show his upper 
teeth.  He often instructed his students that “The upper teeth must never be seen.”176  
Most of the pictures and videos of Corelli show his top teeth covered with his lower teeth 
exposed.  His former student Enrique Pina notes “Corelli never had me smile or raise the 
corners of my lips.  He wanted me to sing with my lips covering my upper teeth, but he 
wanted me to bare my lower teeth.”177  Mario Del Monaco utilized this approach as well.  
Alfredo Krauss advocated pulling up on the muscles around the nose.  As he 
ascends in pitch Krauss admits that he allows the mouth to spread wider and wider, 
sideways, “…with the upper lip pulled up and the corners of the lips raised slightly.”178 
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CHAPTER VI – NEGOTIATING THE PASSAGGIO 
Oft-used terms regarding negotiating the passaggio include the terms “cover” or 
“hook.”  Ray Gibbs observes, “When you go to the passaggio, there are two ways to 
accomplish the transition from the lower to the upper register, and to do it freely.  The 
first way is what I would call the “hook” or the “cover.”179  In that way, what happens is 
you use the tongue to press down on the thyroid cartilage, and that tilts the thyroid 
cartilage back a bit, lengthening the vocal folds, which facilitates the transition.  This 
helps you get into the head voice or what Miller called the voce piena da testa.”180   Bill 
Schuman notes that “Covering is like a damper peddle.  It suppresses squillo and causes 
singer to lose easy access to their tops.”181  He goes on to warn about the consequences of 
relying upon it: “Gigli covered only because he wanted that color.  Stephen Costello lost 
access on top when he started to cover F’s.  We had to work to undo that.  Ramon Vargas 
lost his ease on top from covering.  Even Pavarotti began to transpose because he 
covered.”182 
Schuman maintains that despite its unwanted effects, it can be used as a tool for 
negotiating the passaggio.  “Sometimes tenors can sing the G4 open, but they need to 
close earlier to sings things like Mozart.  A student asked me the other day, “Why do I 
need to close more in the passaggio when I sing the Duke than in other repertoire?”  I 
asked him, “Is there a difference in the tessitura,” He said, “Yes, it feels better this way.”  
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When you sing the Duke or other Verdi you’re thinking about a dignified tone.  When 
you sing Bohème, you want something brighter, so the voice changes.  To me there’s no 
rule.  Every voice is unique.  The good singers are flexible.  There are no rules.”183 
This approach to negotiating the passaggio was inspired by the obvious acoustic 
changes that occur at certain points in every voice.184 There exist a variety of ideas 
concerning registers, but many will accept that there exist roughly three registers: chest, 
middle, and head.  The registers in the voice are usually identified by voice teachers by 
grouping together notes in the range that have a similar characteristic or acoustical 
quality.185  To ignore the use of the terms “cover” or “hook” is to ignore what constitutes 
colloquial speech for many singers and teachers today.  The problem is that this approach 
can be detrimental to the voice and the quality of singing the voice produces.  Registers 
should be understood first, then learned to be negotiated solely through the breath—and 
then finally, not thought about.186 
Great singers have routinely denigrated the idea of covering to negotiate the 
passaggio.  In fact, Trimble notes that when asked specifically how they felt about 
covering, Richard Tucker, Robert Merrill, George London, Lauritz Melchior, Nicolai 
Gedda, Jussi Bjorling, and Alfredo Kraus all rejected it as a legitimate technique.187 
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Krauss, when asked about the practice of covering noted that “There is no need for it.”188  
Stefan Zucker concluded, “According to me covering leads to the very thing it is 
supposed to solve, passaggio problems.”189 
Richard Tucker quipped, “Don’t listen to the people who never sang anywhere.  
That kind of amateur thinking is utter nonsense!  It is a crime to ask any singer to distort 
the throat and expect the results to be beneficial.  Some fantastic natural voices may be 
able to sing for a while with distortions on certain notes but the career will not be a long 
one.”190  In a similar vein, George London affirmed Richard Tucker’s analysis of 
covering: “Do you think I’m going to modify a vowel or change my throat every time I 
ascend a scale or sing a high note?  That would be insane!  I sing Wotan!  Do you know 
what you are asking?  Don’t be ridiculous!”191 
Helge Röswange noted a similar sentiment when he said:  
 
The turning of the registers is none of our business … it is God’s business!  
He gave us registers to make it easy to sing high notes, but we have to 
leave it up to Him.  The notes turn when they are ready and not before, 
and the turn can be different on each vowel, on each pitch, and at different 
levels of volume.  A singer who sings big roles would go crazy if he had 
to do something in his throat every time a certain note is sung.  What a 
nightmare!  Any form of interference with the throat, the vowel, or the 
legato of the breath breaks a basic and essential rule of singing.  The title 
role of Verdi’s Don Carlo has forty-nine high B-flats and nine B-naturals, 
and literally hundreds of high-A’s and G’s and G-sharps.  Do you think 
that a tenor who sings this role will be preoccupied with committing an act 
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of interference with each of those hundreds of notes?  You are talking 
about flexing and forming and making actions in the throat literally 
hundreds of times during the evening every time you perform when even 
one activity in the throat is against the rules of singing.  Forget it and 
attribute activities in the Übergant (the going over place) to ignorance and 
amateurism.192 
 
Robert Merrill reacted to the prospect of covering with shock.  “What are these 
ideas and where do they come from? … This stuff is invented by people who never sang 
the big roles.  Let them try their ideas out in Rigoletto.  They will have a horrible surprise 
waiting for them!  They will either not be able to sing the role or damage something and 
the career will be over very early.”193 
Brigit Nilsson noted, “There are no registers in the voice, my dear.  Just fix your 
deep breathing.  The high notes, just like the other notes in your range, are automatic if 
your breath is sitting low enough in your body.  Believe me, the notes know better where 
to go in the resonance than you know where to put them and any effort you make to 
improve them other than deep breathing will diminish them.  Keep your head up, breathe 
deeply to get your throat and jaw loose, smile a lot, and your high notes will place 
themselves.”194 
Enrico Caruso observed, “The original shape of the throat must not be allowed to 
change when singing from low to high.”195  According to Caruso, the throat must remain 
with the shape of an [a] regardless of what vowel is to be sung, and this [a] shape is 
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created by the deep inhalation toward the lower rear lungs and reestablished every time 
the singer inhales.  His book states that every vowel must be sung through this [a] vowel 
in the throat, which he compares to singing through a megaphone.  He notes the fact that 
a megaphone does not change its form according to vowel changes, and its shape “is 
maintained by the power of the respiration.”196 
Rosa Ponselle, the soprano, said that Caruso insisted she “keep a horizontal 
rectangle in the back of her neck at all times while singing.”197  What this seems to 
indicate is that the throat is not supposed to change its shape, regardless of which vowel 
is being sung and regardless of the range that is to be sung.  This neutral throat position is 
achieved by taking a low breath into the lower back.198  This powerful inhalation can 
open the throat into a horizontal rectangular shape (Lamperti’s [a] shape), and the 
emission of the breath is controlled by leaning the breath against the lower chest.199  The 
key is that the singer must not allow even the most miniscule amount of change in breath 
to disrupt this [a]-shaped throat and the perfectly even breath control that supports the 
tone.    
Trimble notes that it is absolutely essential to lighten the middle register as much 
as possible.  He states, “Allow the appoggio and the principle of the large drum (the 
bigger the drum the bigger the sound) to create the amplitude of the voice.  Vibrating air 
in the air-box makes the power and volume, and ultimately, the color of the voice.  The 
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vibrating reed is exactly that in its function:  a vibrating pair of edges that without the air 
bucket under them cannot make an efficient, resonant, projecting sound.”200 
When dealing with baritones making the transition to tenor, it is paramount to 
emphasize the importance of lightening the voice, especially in the middle range, and to 
permit the captured air in the lungs to amplify the sound.  One must remember: The vocal 
folds are limited to vibrations along the edges only.  The Italians refer to this as squillo 
while the Germans refer to it as schlank singen.  By using only the edges of the folds, the 
voice will be allowed to pass through the passaggio automatically, provided that the 
throat is loose and the emission of air is unchanged.201   
The problem is, if the singer phonates too heavily, the passaggio will become 
jammed and clogged, and the easy natural passing of the voice will not happen.  If the 
singer continues to overload the vocal folds, it may be necessary to initiate some sort of a 
cover just to artificially lighten the voice until the singer can get through the passaggio.  
This is not ideal, and would produce Gibbs’ described as an artificially produced sound. 
Richard Tucker, Robert Merrill, Helge Röswange, and Lauritz Melchior all 
affirmed the statement, “Sing as close to the falsetto as possible for the core of the sound.  
Use the intensity of the appoggio to sing with a full-voiced tone.”202  
Jussi Björling once noted:  
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The voice is really a blown up falsetto, and that is why all good male 
singers can sing softly.  Even Melchior and Leo Slezak with their 
monstrous voices could sing fantastic soft tones and entire sections of 
operas mezza voce.  Listen to a recording of Melchior singing the second 
act of Tristan und Isolde.  It is a fantastic example of how to use the 
mezza voce and how the male voice is based on the slenderest use of the 
core of the voice.  His mastery of mezza voce was based on the fact that 
he lightened his voice to be able to change from baritone to tenor.203 
 
It is clear from reading the ideas of these great singers that there is something to 
be said about singing lightly.  A light vocal production, however, doesn’t include a light 
use of the breath; on the contrary, it involves a more precise approach to our 
understanding of how the vocal folds can work more efficiently.   
David Jones bases his entire teaching methodology around it.  He says, 
“Passaggio must first be trained on the expanded or altered [u] vowel with an open throat. 
Once the fine edges of the folds or pure head voice development (full voice) has 
occurred, then the singer can start to add more and more sound without stress.”204   
This is a registration point that happens in every voice type.  This primo 
passaggio is the first transitional area in which a singer is not able to go higher in his or 
her chest voice without “cracking” or adding head voice to the mix.  The secondo 
passaggio, or second transition point, is the point at which the singer can go no higher 
with this mixed voice; he or she must go into a full use of head voice.  The area between 
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the primo and secondo passaggi is typically a perfect fourth apart, and is known as the 
zona di passaggio.205   
As has already been noted, as the singer ascends through the zona di passaggio, 
cricothyroid-dominant production increases, making the vocal folds thinner and more 
elongated.  However, this is balanced during ascension toward the secondo passaggio by 
decreasing amounts of thyroarytenoid muscle activity, which of course is associated with 
chest voice production.  This means that through the zona di passaggio, the singer is 
functioning with the use of a true mixed voice, or voix mixte.  Once the singer reaches the 
secondo passaggio, however, he or she is using exclusively the cricothyroid muscle and 
head voice.206   
It is the ever-present goal of the successful singer to disguise these transition 
points and make them unintelligible to the audience, even the discerning one.  The tenor 
must be able to successfully balance the forces that control pitch—specifically, the 
cricothyroid and thyroarytenoid muscles and the breath apparatus.  Richard Miller states 
it best when he says, “Dynamic balancing among the laryngeal muscles and the resonator 
tract enhances desirable gradual registration equalization and results in a registration 
timbre historically termed voce mista, voix mixte (mixed voice), or voce media (middle 
voice).”207   
                                                 
205 Miller, Training Tenor Voices, 3. 
206 Miller, Training Tenor Voices, 4. 
207 Ibid., 3.  
 85 
The voice must be free for the laryngeal muscles to find balance and equalization 
with the resonator tract.  However, this balance between these opposing muscle forces 
cannot under any circumstances be found through a forcing of one’s vocal technique.  It 
must happen as a result of freedom in the larynx and with the well-regulated use of air.  It 
is critical both for the teacher to give erudite feedback and for the singer to gauge his own 
sensations to ensure that adequate breath control is achieved without creating a technique 
that depends on excessive subglottic pressure. 
Concerning the teaching of the passaggio as a series of events in the voice, 
Michael Hix from the University of New Mexico says it this way: 
 
I teach that there is a passaggio.  I describe it to each student and where it 
exists in regards to specific pitches in their voice.  We use lots of sliding 
exercises as well as descending head voice and falsetto exercises to teach 
an easy negotiation of this transition.  I find that negotiating the primo 
passaggio correctly leads much easier to dealing with the second, more 
extreme registral shift in the secondo passaggio.  I find that many students 
come to me with ideas about this second passaggio—but no idea of the 
existence of the primo passaggio.208  
 
In Figure 1, the singer begins on an open vowel in a lower part of the range.  As he 
ascends to the top of the pattern, the vowel changes to a closed position, necessitating a 
more focused stream of breath.    
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Musical Example 10 Moving From Open to Closed Vowels.209 
 
The extension of Figure 1 would be Figure 2.  This exercise does not approach the 
passaggio by step, but rather by leap.  By spanning an interval of a perfect fourth, the 
feeling of “narrowness” must be aimed for.  Moving from an [a] vowel on the bottom to 
an [o] vowel at the top will help the singer to feel this slimming process take shape. 
 
 
Musical Example 11 Moving From Open To Closed Vowels Disjunct.210 
In yet another perspective, Daniel Ferro, the vocal coach, was once asked by a 
major agent to transition two major baritones to tenor.  Ferro admitted that he responded 
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bluntly, “No, they’re lyric baritones.  They are not tenors.”211  Ferro explained that one of 
the baritones in question did try to pursue the tenor fach and actually recorded Haydn’s 
Mass in Time of War with Leonard Bernstein as a tenor.  Be this as it may, Ferro clarified 
the situation, noting that presently, “…he sings Scarpia and Wotan” as a baritone.212  
Many singers falsely assume that a high baritone can learn to sustain the tenor fach.  
According to Ferro, no true baritone can be a tenor.  Some tenors, however, can function 
in the baritone fach. 
When asked how he knows what makes a singer a candidate for a successful 
transition to tenor, Ferro replied, “The tessitura, the beauty of the voice, and something I 
learned from Christa Ludwig, who was teaching at the Paris Opera School.  In a class she 
was giving, she said to a singer, ‘You must sing in the most beautiful and comfortable 
part of your voice, and not go into an area that is physically constricting or 
uncomfortable.’  Alan (the baritone in question) was happiest in the high-lyric–baritone 
range: Barber of Seville.”213 Ferro quips, “a voice with a great high extension is different 
from a voice that is meant to live in that higher range.”214 
In discussing his philosophy of vocal pedagogy, Ferro talked about his approach 
to training a transitioning tenor, which is not to immediately move the singer into the top, 
but rather to take the top of the voice into the bottom.  Ferro elaborated by saying, “I use 
a light adjustment on top and a richer, round sound going down, which I think is healthier 
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for a voice than pushing a voice uphill.”215  The result of Alan’s (the baritone from this 
conversation) foray into transitioning was not becoming a tenor; rather, he was able to 
secure his top as a baritone.   
In talking about a successful transition project, Ferro described working with 
tenor Robert Dean Smith: 
Robert [Dean] Smith was a light-lyric baritone from Kansas City.  He 
never was comfortable in anything heavy, baritone-wise, but he went off 
to Europe after he graduated, and kept coming to study with me in Italy 
and France.  He once said, ‘I made my debut in Wiesbaden, singing The 
Barber of Seville and Papageno, but I’m not comfortable.  What about 
looking at the tenor repertoire?’  We did, and he developed a capacity to 
sing tenor roles, and he’s having a marvelous career right now.  He sings 
in Bayreuth every summer—Siegmund, Parsifal, Lohengrin. Not the high-
C stuff, but he told me he just sang Fidelio at La Scala.216 
 
Robert Dean Smith, himself, explains:  
I found that the top of my voice wanted to be developed more. I was fine as a 
baritone but I had this question in the back of my head, for some time, about the 
switch to Heldentenor. Yet I kept telling myself no, I'm a baritone and I'm going 
stay a baritone. Until finally came the point where I said: maybe I should at least 
try it. I had a couple of months where I did not have much to do, and so I did my 
exercises as a tenor and learned a few tenor arias. At the end of these couple of 
months I said: I'll see if this works. I knew I could do it. So I quit my job and got 
myself a job as a tenor.217 
 
The interviewer asked Ferro about the first example of tenor literature that he 
used with Smith. Ferro replied, “Donna non vidi mai, from Manon Lescaut—basically 
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not too high, but with lots of Fs and Gs.  One B-flat, approached at a leap of a fourth.  
Also the Luisa Miller aria.”218  “Recondita Armonia” and “E Lucevan Le Stelle” from 
Tosca, and “Ch’ella mi creda” from La Fanciulla del West could be added here, as well. 
One must keep in mind that when he made the transition, Smith wasn’t a 
beginning singer, but a working professional baritone.  As such, his technique was 
already solidified.  The reason these arias worked for him is because the challenge in 
these pieces (though they are not as high as some in the tenor repertory) lies in 
demanding the singer negotiate the passaggio often and with a great deal of precision and 
command.  This is what Ferro is alluding to when he remarks about Fs and Gs.  It isn’t 
the Bb that is the challenge.  It is the negotiation of the Fs and Gs.   
The questioner asked Ferro to give examples of baritones that he considered to be 
candidates for transitioning to tenor.  Ferro replied that while Hermann Prey would have 
been a candidate, Thomas Hampson (who many think could be a tenor) is not.  The 
following exchange is quite interesting.  The questioner asked, “Have you ever noticed 
that some of the light baritones who want to make the switch actually have a short top, 
because as baritones they have overloaded the middle out of necessity, and the voice 
stops at about F, F-sharp?  [But] when you vocalize them, they can go quite high?”219  
Ferro replied, “But in a baritone aria, the middle will become too easy, and there’s no 
capacity for phrase building, and they fizzle out as they go higher.”220 
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Many baritones can vocalize up to a high-C, maybe beyond.  When singing their 
arias however, their comfortable top is a G or an F#.  In many cases, this is a product of 
over singing.  This is why some singers find that the true potential of their voice is in the 
tenor fach.  It is only in singing in the higher tessitura that they learn to approach the 
middle and lower registers differently, thus opening up the top, using more head voice, 
and making the negotiation of higher notes workable and useable.  Good singing is not 
forcing an unnatural result.  Good singing results from mastering a variety of skills.  
These skills working in concert produce a natural sound.  It cannot be forced.  
 While the range of a piece of music is important to a singer, the tessitura can be a 
much more important factor.  As already noted, tessitura can be described as the average 
pitch for a piece of music, but it can also more generally describe the most comfortable 
range of pitches for a singer to function in.  Tenors are required to both sing high and 
sustain high tessitura.  Therefore, it is important for a tenor, if he wants to have any 
longevity, to develop ease in higher tessitura.   
The following exercises should be sung in close keys and on a continuous vowel 
such as [i] or [e] to establish a strong forward resonance.  This should be continued until 
each vowel is mastered.  The exercises should be practiced in sequence so that the 
mastery of one will lead the singer to the next.  The exercises in Figures 3 and 4 should 
begin on C4 and should be taken up to E4 or F4 in time.  This is a difficult exercise and 
will take time to master.     
The exercise in Figure 3 is designed to help the tenor find a consistent resonance 
between the chest voice and the zona di passaggio.  If the connection to the passaggio is 
faulty, it is highly unlikely that any singing done above the passaggio will be successful. 
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Musical Example 12 Connecting chest and zona di passaggio.221 
 
Figure 4 will work very similar to Figure 3 except that it moves in the opposite 
direction. The point of concern here is to gain an efficient tone quality through the zona 
di passaggio and above the secondo passaggio. 
 
Musical Example 13 Connecting zona di passaggio and secondo passaggio.222 
 
In the next exercise (Figure 5), the singer will have to negotiate pitches above the 
zona di passaggio.  If the singer has been able to work through the earlier exercises, the 
move toward the high A should be free and buoyant.  It seems that for most dramatic 
tenors, A4 is the most important note above the secondo passaggio.  If this pitch can feel 
free and sit in a high resonance position, the technique for higher notes is similar, despite 
small changes.  The goal of this exercise is to build stamina and help the tenor to 
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negotiate notes that lie clearly above the passaggio.  It would be advised to start on C4 
and work up to E4 as the start note.   
 
 
Musical Example 14 Sustaining tessitura.223 
 
These exercises and approaches are by no means exhaustive, but they are a nudge 
in the right direction.  Based on my research, I have found that the most crucial aspect in 
making the transition from baritone to tenor is the reestablishment of a solid breath 
support system.  This is where the bulk of time should be spent. 
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CONCLUSION 
Though this study reemphasizes the standing body of knowledge, it does bring 
several key pieces of information to the overall body of pedagogical knowledge.  Chief 
among these are the objective criteria that reveal to us which singers are candidates for 
the transition to tenor.  Secondly, many singers who make this transition have been 
misclassified at some point in their vocal development.  Finally, once a singer begins the 
transitioning process, the idea of how the breath works must be of prime importance to 
both the teacher and the singer.  The singers in this document who made the transition 
found the concept of appoggio to be of upmost importance.   
 In talking with tenors who successfully transitioned from the baritone fach, one of 
the common themes that they shared was a rediscovery of how to breathe when singing.  
Collectively, as they became tenors, they learned that they had a faulty definition of the 
word appoggio.  What they learned was the difference between the word support and the 
word lean. 
According to these tenors, breathing should be the primary concern of both the 
teacher and singer.  It must not be assumed that a singer who meets the transition criteria 
is merely a fully mature singer who just needs to learn to function in a higher tessitura.  It 
could be that the singer’s real voice has not been able to develop because a faulty 
breathing technique has handicapped them.  The breath must be solidified if concepts 
such as registration, passaggio, and head voice are going to be understood or mastered. 
It also seems clear from the accounts of singers and teachers alike that a singer 
should be content with whichever fach they fall into.  A real baritone will never be a 
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tenor.  Similarly, a real tenor will never be a baritone.  Though there do exist voices that 
could go either way, they cannot exist in both worlds. 
Finally, there are a variety of methods for teaching passaggio engagement, breath 
management, posture, and singer’s psychology.  It is imperative for a singer to find a 
teacher who has crossed this bridge before and knows how to help him face the 
challenges that will be encountered.  There are no “set-in-stone” rules that govern how a 
transition to tenor should take place. Factors to consider include the age of the singer, his 
drive, his talent level, his willingness to work for something that he may not realize until 
months or years down the road, and whether he is truly a candidate for transition.  We 
also see that as teachers in the studio, it is important to give the singer literature that 
allows him to explore existence in the passaggio rather than just literature that contains 
punctuated moments that explore the top of the range. 
 The singer himself must realize that ultimately he alone is responsible for his 
voice.  He, not his teacher, will reap the benefits or pay the consequences for what 
happens.  Above all, singing should be enjoyable.  If enjoyment is removed from 
singing—if the singer does not feel that he is fulfilled as a singer first—transitioning to 
tenor will not help. Though for some singers this is a necessary and rewarding process, it 
is a challenge.  This is a demanding process.  As Lauritz Melchior noted regarding 
transitioning:  “Madame Cahier found that my voice quality was that of a Heldentenor, 
and she wrote a letter to the directorate of the Royal Opera. She also pointed out that the 
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development of a Heldentenor voice from a baritone would take years of study and be 
very costly.”224 
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APPENDIX A – INTERVIEWS 
In order to dialogue with some singers and teachers who have traversed the baritone to 
tenor transition I contacted a number of singers and teachers.  Raymond Gibbs was a 
leading tenor at the Metropolitan Opera for a number of years and I was able to interview 
him at his home.  Michael Hix is a professor at The University of New Mexico.  He holds 
terminal degrees from Florida State University in both musicology and vocal 
performance.  David Jones is a New York based voice teacher who has taught 
internationally for nearly forty years. 
 
My questions and their responses follow 
Interview with Raymond Gibbs 
1.  How did it come about that you made the transition to tenor?  You were 
obviously working as a baritone.  How did it come about? 
Yeah, I was working at the MET as a baritone.  I was a lyric baritone.  I realized 
when I got to the MET why I wasn’t a leading baritone.  The guys, when I got 
next to Robert Merrill or Cornell McNeil, or some of the great baritones of that 
day, I realized I wasn’t making near the racket they were.  My voice had a much 
creamier texture.  Also, I found out that I—when I warmed up in the morning—I 
could warm up to A or Bb—not when I was singing baritone arias—but when I 
was warming up, I found out that I could do that.   Most of them couldn’t.  I sang 
for 2 years at city opera before coming to the MET.  At the time, I studied with 
Cornelius Reid—and after that, I went to one of his protégés, Dan Merriman, who 
was real hot at the time—I don’t know what’s happened to him, now.  Anyway, I 
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began to experiment with tenor stuff—I would do some Wagnerian arias with him 
just for fun.  I found out I could sing all the notes.  I began to think, Ok, I need to 
start thinking about becoming a tenor.  While I was signing at the MET, I was 
singing baritone things.  I don’t recommend this, but on the side, I was studying 
tenor things and learning to be a tenor.  I did not know that there was any kind of 
change in technique.  The technique I had learned was what I would call the 
prevailing establishment technique where you support with your abs (some people 
call it the diaphragm), and you create an open throat by a yawn feeling, and hold 
the larynx in a low position with the tongue.  I would sing (demonstrates Avant de 
quitter) in this manner.  Then when I was singing tenor I would just go, 
(demonstrates Recondita Armonia—and I would sing the same way!  I could get 
to the Bb that way, and it felt great in my ears, but..listening to it later…. 
2. The tessitura becomes an issue doesn’t it? 
Yeah I was never a light high tenor.  Singing that way, I would get to the note 
(demonstrates end of Recondita Armonia—Bb), but it was tense.  And I didn’t 
know what other people heard, but the sound was kind of stringy to me.  I sang 
that way at the MET for 3 years.  I did a number of things.  I got a new production 
of Gianni Schicchi, I did Rinnuccio—I did a lot of auditions for companies in 
Europe at the time—and I would sing La Bohéme—and I did a pretty good “Che 
gelida manina” in key—and after the performance, the director then at the Munich 
Opera, said, “Good performance, I like your voice, but I don’t think I hear an 
Italianate quality.  We want you to sing Mozart.  We are going to offer you a 
festspiel.”  I turned it down because I’m not a Mozart tenor, and I had never been 
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one.  What they were hearing in the auditorium, however, was a high light sound.  
That was very disturbing to me. 
Do you think you were sacrificing dark for light your voice—or too much 
chiaro at the expense of scuro?   
No, I look at it more from an anatomical point of view.  I was controlling my 
larynx with the tongue.  And, when you go to the passaggio, there are two ways to 
accomplish the transition from the lower to the upper register, and to do it freely.  
The first way is what I would call the “hook” or the “cover.”  In that way, what 
happens is you use the tongue to press down on the thyroid cartilage, and that tilts 
the TC back a bit, lengthening the vocal folds which facilitates the transition.  
This helps you get into the head voice or what Miller called the voce piena da 
testa.  When that happens, it helps you get it—but when  you are a baritone, you 
aren’t going but about two notes above the passaggio, so that is a legitimate to go 
through.  As a tenor, because I had another 1/4th to go, I  had to discover how to 
do the passaggio without hooking.  So, when I learned this—I had to relearn how 
to breathe, and I had to learn to breathe controlling with my inhalation muscles 
rather than with my abs.   
This I learned with a teacher (75)…Michael Trimble.  Michael had a career as a 
leading tenor in Europe, but he really had a handle on technique.  I took 8 lessons 
with him total, and I learned his technique, and I continued singing—I was very 
fortunate there.  I was offered a Pelleas at Santa Fe, and that is what I did for 2 
years.  I was able to solidify my technique while I was there.  I discovered this 
new way of singing.  I didn’t have to control the larynx at all, all I had to do was 
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control the pressure.  Instead of hooking, I just use pressure to cross into the top.  
It is freer, richer, and has more presence.  I wish I had discovered that when I was 
starting out.  It started off a whole new way of singing.  Tongue tension was gone.  
Any kind of control here was relinquished—the throat feels almost vulnerable.  It 
is a feeling in the throat.  You want to feel completely vulnerable.  As you go up, 
you do not want to create the chicken neck tenor—the thing that keeps the larynx 
in position isn’t the tongue, it’s the breath.  The tongue is not involved.  When 
that happens you feel uncontrolled here.  The passaggio has to take place within 
the larynx, unconsciously, so long as there is no excess pressure on the vocal 
folds.  They can lengthen and the cricothyroids can shorten without any undue 
tension, to aid the move to the upper voice. 
 
Do you think that, let me ask you this—were you just misclassified as a 
baritone as a young man? 
Well, I thought I was one, so I did all my auditions as one.  I got all my early jobs 
as a baritone.  I don’t know if I was misclassified, I got to the met as a baritone.  I 
was constantly told though by conductors that I wasn’t a baritone.  I just had to be 
at the MET two years to realize I wasn’t one.  When I made the transition, 
everyone got excited about it.  I made the mistake in my third season, Rudolph 
Bing had retired, and his replacement, Schuyler Chapin and Jimmy Levine heard 
me sing to open the ’72 season—they took me off all my baritone roles and put 
me on tenor roles.  I made my tenor debut at the met as Romeo.   
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    Did you see Corelli as a model? 
Ray:  I understudied him a lot.  He was undependable, he was emotional, but a 
great tenor.  It was like listening to an open wound sing.  His voice in the house 
was huge.  It was not pretty, but he sang very well when he sang well.  He would 
have days when he couldn’t sing well.  In my experience, I watched him sing 
terribly through a lot of performances, but always  have the high notes.  He could 
just murder an aria, but nail the high C at the end.  I couldn’t do that. 
What is the difference in approach in being a tenor or baritone in approach 
to lower register. 
Ray:  There shouldn’t be any.  When I was a baritone I was already artificially 
coloring the lower voice.  My voice was very short, as a result.  If I sang a low A 
it was a good day.  Some of the real baritones I knew had a low F easily.  My 
voice was short because I was coloring.  Now that I’m a tenor, I have an easier 
time with low notes.  I’m not pressuring, I’m opening.  I teach placement, but I 
say—keep the vowel here, but not the sound. Sound and vowel are mutually 
exclusive.  You can let the sound move without moving the vowel.  To me it’s all 
a placement issue.  The vowel stays here, and the sound moves.  Keeping the 
squillo in the sound was so important to baritones coming down, and when you 
try to color, you lose any type of squillo in the voice.  I was just trying to 
compete.  IN that time, I watched a lot of basses who loset their bottom because 
they were trying to keep their voices dark—artificially.  In contrast there is Cornel 
McNeil who was a real baritone who sang very naturally.  He had both a good 
lower voice but could also extend to the Bb. 
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If you were teaching a younger singer, would you classify them early? 
I go with what’s obvious, but I am not dogmatic about classification.  There was a 
time when I was a younger teacher, when I could tell by the speaking voice.  
Then, I had one student who changed that.  He came to me, her speaking and 
singing voice was kind of a short soprano voice.  It was a damaged voice.  We got 
her singing better.  The summer before her senior recital, she went away and had 
really made improvements—we settled what the recital would be.  She came back 
and told me that she couldn’t sing her rep.  Finally, I had her take a tape recorder 
to the practice room and record herself singing the way its easy.  The recording 
she brought back was a contralto voice.  My jaw dropped.  We transposed and 
changed some selections in her recital and she sang it as a contralto.   The point is, 
I would have never guessed it.  I wasn’t in her speaking voice.  I can be fooled.   
Anyone can be fooled.  Don’t be in a hurry…the truth will come out. 
What do you use to classify a voice? 
I think there are five indicators:  One of them is passaggio point.  The other is 
how the voice works in the lower register (mainly in a woman), another one is 
range (apparent range)(least telling), the color of the voice, and the last one is 
what I would call texture.  A lower voice is grainer than a higher voice, even if it 
is lyric.  I would use that but I am still skeptical of being dogmatic.  I let the voice 
dictate.   
I wouldn’t give a singer Puccini on day one.  I would give him some of the 
higher—maybe Handel—that would be excellent.  To me, the key to upper 
register is the passaggio.  If you can get the passaggio ironed out so it makes the 
 102 
top easy—you have to do it from every aspect.  You have to do scale, long 
interval approaches, and you have to do it from the top down.  You have to be 
able to negotiate that passaggio from various angles to do it well Puccini isn’t the 
best composer for the voice.  Mozart is better—Handel is good—early Verdi is 
good. 
I do think using art songs or Handel type oratorio is the best way to help with a 
transition.  If I had it to do all over again, I would not have made the transition 
right there in front of the world on the MET stage.  I made a lot of mistakes—I 
just wasn’t ready technically for some of the challenges of the tenor repertoire.  I 
stayed in that leading tenor fach despite the trouble.  I was always either singing 
the roles or covering Corelli or Domingo. 
 
Why do baritones to switch to tenor think they will end up as a heavier 
voice? 
Part of it is that the unschooled opinion that if you are a baritone, you will still 
sound that way when you go up.  That is what I was thinking I would do.  When I 
got up there, I found out it wasn’t so simple. 
 
 What is the difference between the heldentenor and a Verdi baritone? 
Ray:  Heldentenors are very rare.  In my lifetime I have heard of three or four—
Vickers himself didn’t want to refer to his voice in that way.  He could blow the 
walls out, but he always sang smaller than his voice.  It was a good quality for 
him.  You always knew that power was there if he wanted it.  He had more 
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difficulty with the traditional tenor roles—his upper range wasn’t always as clean 
as some.  He had a big body and a resonant instrument, and he was truly a 
heldentenor.  The next ones on the horizon would be Jonas Kaufmann.  He seems 
to be equally at home in the Italianate roles or the French or the German. 
The passaggio points are similar.  His transition was around F or F #--Vickers.   
 
What would tip you off that a baritone was a tenor? 
I look for presence in the sound.  Presence is the kind of thing that you can hear 
them in the dressing room.  There is a difference between being loud when you 
are next to someone, but to hear them from a distance, as if they were right next to 
you—in the top—that signifies something special.     
   
What are your thoughts about the passaggio? 
Passaggio:  Breaking free of covering and hooking.  Allowing the voice to 
surprise you as you enter the top.  The most important thing about the passaggio is 
equalizing the breath pressure, and the transition should happen gradually.  It 
shouldn’t be sudden.  If you gradually let up on the breath pressure, a little of the 
head voice comes in, the cricothyroids take on more and more of the 
responsibility, while at the same time, the folds relinquish responsibility.  At some 
point, the cricothyroids are so highly involved, and the folds are so diminished, 
that it is almost unnoticeable to the listener.  Pavarotti felt a pinch—but what it 
was—was he was firming up the adduction of the vocal folds, so when he made 
the transition without trying to hook with the tongue, the voice would continue.  
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Firm adduction is important.  It is a selective use of muscles that is important to 
vocal production.  It is a balancing act.   
 
Interview with Dr. Michael Hix 
1. In your professional opinion, can a singer learn to sustain higher tessitura 
through erudite vocal instruction, or is this an anatomically deterministic 
process--a matter of "DNA" and physiology?  Or both? 
 
I believe that all singers can improve their ability to sing freely and efficiently in 
higher ranges.  I also believe that physiology, primarily stereotypical features (no 
neck tenors and long neck basses) also determines vocal color and range. 
2. Following up the previous question, do you feel that a singer has a particular 
"DNA?"  That is to say, a male could either be a tenor or a baritone.  A 
baritone who has a good top may shine for brief periods in his upper 
register; but, does that mean that he could be a tenor?  Does this type of 
reductionism lead down the road of misclassification? 
 
I think that a question of this nature is too difficult to answer.  It is a personal 
matter dependent on a HUGE number of variables (student age, singer success, 
body type/look, drive, intelligence, technical facility, specific technical 
issues…etc.) 
3. When working with a singer--specifically a young one—let’s say, a college 
age student (18-yr-old freshman); are you leery of classification before a 
technique is solidified?  Do you treat your male singers (excluding those who 
are special circumstances) as median voices, and let their technique solidify 
before venturing to either high or low extremes and making a diagnostic 
classification?   
 
I am leery of specific classification of fach (lyric, spinto, etc). However these young 
students are often already classified in their choral ensembles.  I prefer to give 
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freshman men art song which does not surpass their current ability.  I Never assign 
Freshman men operatic repertoire (unless baroque rep. like Purcell, Handel, 24 
Italian, etc.).  I do not believe that many undergraduates complete school with a solid 
technique.  Actually…many graduate students do not leave school with a solid 
technique.   
4. If you do classify your singers early, how do you deal with passaggio 
negotiation, especially with tenors?  How does a beginning singer address the 
continues ascending line in "Whither Must I Wander," for example? 
 
I teach that there is a passaggio.  I describe it to each student and where it exists in 
regards to specific pitches in their voice.  We use lots of sliding exercises as well 
as descending head voice and falsetto exercises to teach an easy negotiation of 
this transition.  I find that negotiating the primo passaggio correctly leads much 
easier to dealing with the second, more extreme registral shift in the seconda 
passaggio.  I find that many students come to me with ideas about this second 
passaggio – but not idea of the existence of the primo passaggio. 
5. In your opinion, why do many baritones who intend to transition to tenor do 
so with the presupposition that they will be dramatic or helden voices?  
 
Many singers may believe that they will sing with the same baritone weight and 
color in the tenor range.  Perhaps it has to do with ideas of virility and societal 
ideas regarding masculinity. 
6. In your experience, have you seen any data concerning the transition that 
would lead you to believe that such a presupposition is warranted? 
 
 106 
Often times singers attempting to move up are able to retain a darker heavier 
color.  My current tenor (senior, 24 years old) has maintained a very heavy 
production and dark sound.  However – he still is struggling with his top (B 
natural and high C.  We are striving to find a slightly headier production as he 
ascends the scale. 
7. If you were transitioning a singer (one with a solidified baritone technique), 
what general process would you adopt? 
 
I would build the voice from the TOP down to the bottom with an emphasis on 
head voice production, low laryngeal position, and freedom.  I am very much 
influenced by the writings of Cornelius Reid and Denis Striny on this subject. 
8. Are there any specific technical considerations that you feel the transitioning 
baritone must account for when making the switch?  If so, do you have any 
specific vocalises to aid in the process? 
 
I think that the baritone has to add MORE head voice earlier to make this shift.  
Vocalises that use lots of [u] and closed [o] in the passaggio are important.  
Descending o scales from the extreme top down are useful (see Stephen Smith’s 
the Naked Voice for examples) as well as the Striny exercises “You Love Our 
Home” in myriad variations (see Striny Head First for examples) 
9. In terms of literature, how do you deal with a transitioning student (I 
understand of course that each is an individual case)?  What do you do with 
the student who decides they want to make the transition and on day one, 
they bring in a Puccini aria?  Is this realistic?   
 
With my transitioning tenor last year we started with song literature (Schubert – 
Mein) and Zwischenfach operetta literature – (Dein ist mein ganzes Herz – 
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Lehar).  If a transitioning student brought a Puccinni aria in on the first day I 
would laugh at them. 
10. Along the same topic, when is the right time to give a transitioning student an 
aria, or even begin preparing a role?  
 
This would be on an individual basis.  It has taken my student a year to get to the 
point where I feel he could handle a full operatic role.   
11. What is your concept of teaching breath control?  How does it play in or 
factor into singing both in the lowest register and in the high? 
 
I feel that many singers blow too hard and waste breath with inefficient 
phonation.  I believe that if phonation is efficient then often breath control with 
take care of itself.  I once heard Dr. Steve King (Houston Grand Opera/ Rice 
University say “Just phonate baby” 
12. What is your feeling on 'covering' and how would you deal with a student 
who said that 'covering' made him feel as if his throat was closing down?  
Could this be an indicator of a misclassification? 
 
I don’t use the term covering.  I believe passagio negotiation has to do with vowel 
modification and re-registration.  This would be an indicator that this student is 
over covering, modifying too early, and this could be an indicator of 
misclassification. 
13. If you helped a student to transition, and you realized that it was an incorrect 
move--how would you deal with this as a teacher?  Both in terms of a 
psychological encounter with the student and in terms of pedagogically?  If a 
student refused to believe that he couldn't be a tenor, would you keep 
training him as one, if you knew it wasn't working? 
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Haven’t had to deal with this.  I would always err on the side of caution and 
health. 
14. Do you feel that imitation plays a detrimental role in the development of 
singers?  What I mean here is--singers who imitate what they hear on 
recordings, and try to "hear" that in their own voice.  Does this lead to 
excessive laryngeal modification (a la Del Monaco), etc? 
 
I believe that imitation can lead to some bad habits –so it should always be 
monitored by both singer and teacher. 
15. If a transitioned singer was doing everything you asked of them, yet you 
heard timbral inconsistencies between the upper and lower register, could 
this indicate a misclassification? 
 
Not necessarily.  It could indicate mis-registration. 
16. How would you deal with a singer who was transitioned but began having 
problems in the passaggio area.  Perhaps their extreme top was solid, with no 
problems, and they could sustain--and their bottom was hooked into the 
breath--but in the passaggio area, they were finding fatigue.  How would you 
address this without risking what had been gained in the top and bottom? 
 
I believe that this is an unlikely scenario.  It is likely that their registration was too 
heavy through the passaggio.  Pavarotti says that the voice narrows in the 
passaggio. 
17.  I know that each student has different learning needs--but--generally 
speaking--how aware do you make your students of anatomical process?  For 
example, do you talk about the laryngeal position itself, or do you feel it is 
better to use imagery?  Or is this up to the individual student and their 
needs?  
 
I balance the description of anatomy with imagery and aural descriptions.  I also 
teach a holistic method with utilizes kinesthetic awareness and feedback. 
 109 
Interview with David Jones 
  
1. In your professional opinion, can a singer learn to sustain higher tessitura 
through erudite vocal instruction, or is this an anatomically deterministic 
process--a matter of "DNA" and physiology?  Or both? 
 
Yes it it physiology. In my 40 years I have witnessed a lot of ruined voices trying 
to sustain a higher tessitura than the vocal folds can manage. I was trained as a 
tenor and I am a lyric baritone. It took years to recover from the residual damage. 
  
2. Following up the previous question, do you feel that a singer has a particular 
"DNA?"  That is to say, is a male singer either a tenor or a baritone? A 
baritone who has a good top may shine for brief periods in his upper 
register; but, does that mean that he could be a tenor?  Does this type of 
reductionism lead down the road of misclassification? 
 
Many voices are misclassified. We have a set of vocal folds that are a certain 
thickness and a certain length. In Europe they measure vocal folds at the Opera 
School where I teach in Stockholm, just so singers will not have undue demands 
placed upon their instruments. 
  
3. When working with a singer—specifically a young one—let’s say, a college 
age student (18-yr-old freshman); are you leery of classification before a 
technique is solidified?  Do you treat your male singers (excluding those who 
are special circumstances) as median voices, and let their technique solidify 
before venturing to either high or low extremes and making a diagnostic 
classification? 
Yes absolutely. The vocal folds often grow to age 25. I had a 25 year old baritone 
that suddenly, and without warning, went up to tenor. He just suddenly had no 
low notes and he popped open a high E-flat about high C. 
  
4. How do you deal with passaggio negotiation, especially with tenors?  
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Passaggio must first be trained on the expanded or altered 'u' vowel with an open 
throat. Once the fine edges of the folds or pure head voice development (full 
voice) has occurred, then the singer can start to add more and more sound without 
stress. Also the laryngeal tilt must be taught in the middle voice first. See 
Vennard. 
  
5. In your opinion, do most baritones who intend to transition to tenor do so 
with the presupposition that they will be dramatic or helden voices?  If so—
why is this? 
This I don't know. I know that I have had a lot of Helden tenors who were singing 
as baritones before and mis-diagnosed in terms of vocal fach. Some baritones are 
actually faking the baritone sound by using tongue depression. If this is dealt with 
appropriately, then the true timbre of the voice will be realized. 
  
  
6. As a follow up to #5, In your experience, have you seen any data concerning 
the transition that would lead you to believe that such a presupposition is 
warranted? 
No. 
 
7. If you were transitioning a singer (one with a solidified baritone technique), 
what general process would you adopt?  
Thinning the cords, dealing with tongue tension, laryngeal tilt in middle register, 
and also minimizing breath pressure. 
8. Are there any specific technical considerations that you feel the transitioning 
baritone must account for when making the switch?  If so, do you have any 
specific vocalises to aid in the process? 
 I use the Caruso scale, which is a 9 tone scale on 'a' to 'o' to 'u', changing vowels 
at 3 and 7 both ascending and descending. This takes the vocal weight out of the 
voice. Also the work described in #7. 
  
9.  In terms of literature, how do you deal with a transitioning student (I understand 
of course that each is an individual case)?  What do you do with the student who 
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decides they want to make the transition and on day one, they bring in a Puccini 
aria?  Is this realistic?  What is a 'typical' progression in literature for the 
transitioned tenor? I give them the Sieber Vocalises for the voice type they are 
transitioning toward, as these are like small songs on Italian syllables. Sieber knew the 
concept of altering vowels for registration balance. 
  
10.  What is your concept of teaching breath control?  How does it play in or factor 
into singing both in the lowest register and in the high? Back breathing! I often have 
them flatten the lower abdominals, keep this flattness, and then breathe in to the back. We 
know that this lowers the diaphragmatic position more. 
  
11.  What is your feeling on 'covering' and how would you deal with a student who 
said that 'covering' made him feel as if his throat was closing down?  Could this be 
an indicator of a misclassification? Covering is something I never do. I use the 
pharyngeal vowel stretch, which creates a natural vocal protection. Some have been 
'taught' to cover and this is usually done with tongue depression, with pressure on the 
larynx. 
  
12.  What does the baritone who is a candidate for transition look like?  What do 
you hear as a teacher that makes you confident that a change is necessary? There is a 
specific ring and timbre that is specifically tenor. The teacher must train their ear keenly 
over years to determine vocal fach. I believe this is a must to be an excellent instructor. 
This brightness often begins to occur in the upper passaggio even when the singer is 
stretching the pharynx open. This is a big indicator. 
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APPENDIX B – LITERATURE CONSIDERATIONS 
Because the baritone to tenor transition pertains to a relatively small number of singers, 
there is a dearth of scholarship that focuses on this issue specifically.  Rather, there are 
good resources both on training the tenor and baritone voices in general, technical aspects 
pertaining to the breath and support system, and even literature that discusses specialized 
voices in each voice Fach.  Despite the existence of these resources, there exist only a 
few passing references on the transition from baritone to tenor transition. 
 There are several volumes that deal with the tenor voice, specifically.  Anthony 
Frisell’s work, Tenor Voice:  A personal Guide to Acquiring a Superior Technique 
contains useful information and exercises for helping a singer develop a basic technique 
as a tenor.  It is not a pedagogical or voice science text, but is rather a basic guide to 
fundamental singing concepts.  It is a useful resource for the singer or teacher of singing, 
but it is not a source that specifically addresses the baritone to tenor transition. 
 Richard Miller, the renowned pedagogue, has several books that are relevant to 
the tenor.  The Structure of Singing is perhaps one of the more widely read modern 
treatises on vocal technique.  While the book is for all voices, he does talk specifically 
about the tenor voice and the technical challenges that tenors face.  Miller does provide 
his thoughts on the baritone to tenor transition in Training Tenor Voices. This classic 
book covers a variety of issues that are specific to the tenor voice, including the baritone 
to tenor transition.  While this section of the book only covers a few pages, it does 
provide us with information that is extremely useful; especially regarding the topic of 
misclassification.  The third book from Miller that has relevance here is his Solutions for 
Singers: Tools for Performers and Teachers.  The book contains several fascinating 
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topics, and there are several sections in the book concerning dramatic voices, the 
baritenor, Heldentenors, and the transitioning voice. 
 John Potter’s book Tenor:  History of a Voice contains an in-depth historical look 
at the tenor voice as a Fach.  It explores in some depth the rise of the more dramatic tenor 
voices and even the Heldentenor.  There is some biographical information throughout 
that offers glimpses into the experiences of some of the singers that made the transition to 
tenor.  This book does not provide and pedagogical help, nor does it contain information 
on vocalizes or literature suggestions.  
 Vernon William Reed’s dissertation from 1983, “The Development and Use of 
the Tenor Voice” contains a vast amount of information regarding tenor vocal technique, 
appoggio, tessitura, and negotiating vowels throughout the register.  There are several 
vocal exercises and literature suggestions throughout the manuscript. 
 James Seay’s dissertation, “The Evolution of the Heldentenor:  Siegmund, 
Grimes, Samson, and Otello” provides a plethora of information regarding the 
Heldentenor voice and its primary operatic canon.  Among that which it endeavors to 
address, it speaks about Lauritz Melchior’s assertion that all real Heldentenors must have 
been baritones.   
 Brian James Watson’s dissertation, “Wagner’s Heldentenors:  Uncovering the 
Myths,” is an in-depth look at the Heldentenor Fach.  It does discuss in a few instances 
the baritone who transitions to tenor.  It discusses not only the history of the heldentenor 
voice type, but also delves into some of the pedagogical issues associated with this 
particular fach.   
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 Adam Michael Webb’s dissertation includes a literature section which suggests 
appropriate literature for both the beginning tenor and also the transitioning tenor. 
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Though Carlo Bergonzi was quoted as saying “There aren’t any teachers for 
tenors.  I did everything myself,” it seems the case that a baritone making this transition 
is at the mercy of an experienced, patient, and responsible teacher.225  ‘When a singer is 
making the transition from baritone to tenor, the temptation to begin learning dramatic 
arias and oratorio roles should be resisted.226  This transition period is a precarious 
situation for a new tenor.  In fact, many of the arias in the tenor literature (even in 
beginner books) expect a full understanding of how to negotiate the passaggio.  In arias 
such as Leoncavallo’s “Vesti la giubba,” one encounters a tessitura that spans from Bb3 
to G4.  This is in the heart of the passaggio for the dramatic tenor.  Similarly, if one looks 
at “Recondita Armonia” from Tosca, an almost mirror image of that tessitura is found. 
A transitioning tenor must learn to negotiate the passaggio.  It should not be 
expected that a beginning tenor has already mastered it.  Echoing this is the Canadian 
tenor Jon Vickers.  He quips, “I challenge any young singer to sing Pergolesi’s ‘O cessate 
di piagarmi.’  If you really can sing that song, you know a hell of a lot about how to 
sing.”227    
Vickers observes that he can tell more about a singer’s understanding of 
fundamentals based on his singing of an Italian song than he can an aria. Vickers asserts 
that the overall voice he uses in operas and oratorios helps him in other situations, and 
vice versa. 
                                                 
225 Rice 176 
226 Rice 121 
227 Carl Halperin, "Jon Vickers in black … and white." Opera News 57, no. 15 (April 10, 1993): 14, 
accessed February 26, 2014, Music Index, EBSCOhost. 
http://lynx.lib.usm.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=aph&AN=93041
50218&site=ehost-live.  
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Simon O’Neil, the heldentenor from New Zealand disagrees.  He challenges 
young heldentenors to begin experimenting with Wagner and other large roles when the 
voice feels ready.228   
 Bill Schuman doesn’t hold to the consensus position on literature, 
either.  He asserts, “The repertoire you have to learn as a student at a university is 
ridiculous.  I love Lieder, but it has nothing to do with how you get a career as a singer.  
Nothing.  You have to learn to sing.”229  Schuman suggests that singers “…need to learn 
to sing composers like Mozart, Donizetti, and Bellini and get your skills ready to try to 
make a career as a performer.  And all these people say, “Oh you have to do Ned 
Rorem.”  Well, I love Ned Rorem songs, but they have nothing to do with anything.”230 
In even more candid remarks, Schuman discloses that he doesn’t assign Mozart to new 
tenors.  “Young singers shouldn’t sing a lot of Mozart.  Bellini and Donizetti are better 
for tenors.  Mozart is too confining and instrumental.  You have to learn to let your voice 
out.”231    
Some teachers exercise more caution with tenors.  Everett McCovey notes, “A 
new student in my studio may only get to sing one or two songs in the first semester.  I 
feel that if we as voice teachers are doing our job, we will do well to get to one or two 
songs in that first semester.”232  McCovey goes on to say, “Teachers and students also 
must get accustomed to each other’s language about singing.  If I say to students that they 
                                                 
228 O’Neil https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ds94RcQrG40&t=1904s 
229 Rice 157 
230 Rice 157 
231 Zucker 254 
232 Rice 121 
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are pressurizing the sound or I inform them that the glottis is not open, they need time to 
understand what I mean.”233   
  During the transition period, there may be a necessary repetition of songs (to 
study as a tenor) that one learned as a baritone; however, this is not to say that repeating 
songs is meaningless.  As a tenor everything has changed.  These aren’t the same pieces. 
Looking at music that could be useful for the transitioning baritone requires one 
to observe the tessitura demands in different pieces of literature.  It is not enough to look 
at the range of a piece; one must also look at the demands of the tessitura and the 
dramatic expectation.  The generally accepted passaggio for a baritone begins at Bb3, 
while many tenors begin at C4.  It does not seem as if a step could make much 
difference—but as Placido Domingo’s anecdotal situation showed, the opposite is true. 
 In Schubert’s lied, “An Sylvia,” the singer encounters a song that is almost a 
perfect transitioning piece.234  The range in the tenor key spans from E3 to F#4, while the 
tessitura spans from A3 to E4.  If the high key is compared to the baritone key, one finds 
a range of C3 to D4, and a tessitura spanning from F3 to C4.  These are different 
situations in terms of passaggio engagement.  While the baritone is asked to approach his 
passaggio, the tenor spends a great deal of the song right in the middle of it. 
The fact that there is not the pressure of a climactic A4 or high C makes this a 
good transitional piece for tenor.  The demand of the high note is not present, but the 
pressure of the passaggio is.  The ability to sing isolated high notes does not lead to the 
                                                 
233 Rice 121 
234 David Jones, e-mail interview with the author, March 1, 2014. 
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ability to negotiate the passaggio, but the ability to negotiate the passaggio will greatly 
aid the ability to sing high pitches.235 
 “The Vagabond,” by Ralph Vaughan Williams is another transitional piece.  In it, 
the singer is faced with a song that has similar characteristics to “An Sylvia,” but with 
some heightened dramatic expectations.  The tenor key is in E minor and has a range of 
Db3 to G4 and a tessitura spanning from G3 to F#4.  The low key has a range of A2 to 
Eb4 and a tessitura spanning from Eb3 to D4.  Here again exists an example of a song in 
which the tenor key places the singer in the passaggio for a large portion of the song.  In 
contrast, the baritone key, though higher than that in some baritone pieces, does not ask 
the singer to function in the passaggio for long periods of time.  The baritone approaches 
the passaggio in moments of climax or dramatic height, while the tenor functions in the 
passaggio as the norm. 
In the French literature, one could suggest the use of songs such as “Après un 
reve” by Fauré.  In the higher key of D minor, one encounters a song that spans a range 
of D3 to G4 and contains a tessitura of A3 to F4.  This is another example of a piece that 
places the tenor in the passaggio, but the highest demand is one G toward the climax of 
the piece.  It contains the pressure of negotiating a high tessitura, but the climactic 
passage is not in the realm of the more difficult literature. 
There are several works from oratorio that could be helpful to a transitioning 
voice.  The first is “Total Eclipse” from Handel’s Samson.  This is a piece that has a great 
deal of dramatic requirement, but at the same time works in a tessitura that is only 
                                                 
235 Trimble, Fundamentals of Great Vocal Technique, 84. 
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slightly higher than some lyric baritone arias.  The overall range spans E3 to G4, while its 
tessitura encompasses G3 to E4.  Another piece from Handel would be “Comfort 
Ye…Every Valley” from Messiah.  This is a more florid piece than “Total Eclipse,” and 
requires the singer to move in and out of the lower register and cross into the top.  
Because much of the movement into the top takes place on a moving line, and a sustained 
vowel, it sets the singer up well for accessing the head voice.  It encompasses a tessitura 
of E3 to E4 while it demands a range of Eb3 to Ab4.  “Where’er You Walk,” from 
Semele would be another complimentary piece.  It is a slower piece that demands 
movement and flexibility, but does not demand anything higher than a G4.  Its range is 
F3 to G4 and its tessitura is G3 to D4.  
In the operatic realm, a comparison of the baritone aria, “Hai gia vinta la causa” 
from Mozart’s Le Nozze di Figaro and the tenor aria“E lucevan le stelle” from Tosca 
yields similar data.  The tenor aria contains a range that spans F#3 to A4.  The tessitura 
demanded spans B3 to F#4.  This places the tenor in his passaggio for a great deal of the 
piece and contains two instances where the singer must sing an A4 and one instance 
where the tenor must sing a sustained, declamatory G4.  Singing in the passaggio is the 
“average” of the piece.  In contrast, the Count’s aria spans A2 to F#3 and the tessitura is 
from D3 to D4.  The baritone is asked to negotiate the passaggio while the tenor is asked 
to function in it.  The difference between the two is what is expected as the norm or the 
average.  The tessitura for the baritone includes a few notes around the passaggio event, 
while the tenor’s tessitura consists of the passaggio. 
In comparing a higher baritone aria such as “Avant de quitter ces lieux” from 
Faust with a lower tenor aria, such as “De miei bollenti spirit” from La Traviata—which 
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at first glance seem to have similar demands—one finds a clear difference.  The tenor aria 
from La Traviata contains a range of E3 to Ab4, while the tessitura spans from G3 to F4.  
This piece has a lower tessitura than even some of the art songs that have been noted. 
When contrasted with the aria from La Traviata, “Avant de quitter ces lieux,” is a 
baritone aria with a range spanning from C3 to G4 and a tessitura of Eb3 to Eb4.  While 
the ranges seem to be similar, the tessituras are quite different.  Another factor is how the 
piece negotiates the passaggio.  In the baritone aria, the singer quickly moves through the 
passaggio to the climactic high notes of the phrase.  In the tenor aria, although the 
climactic Ab4s do appear, the singer is in the passaggio for longer periods of time before 
he approaches them than is true in the baritone aria.  
Siegmund from Wagner’s Die Walküre is a role with arias that Simon O’Neil 
believes many baritones could sing.  The difficulty according to O’Neil lies in the fact 
that long periods of middle register pianissimo and mezzo forte singing are punctuated by 
dramatic moments in which the singer must negotiate G#4’s and A4’s, while penetrating 
over a large orchestral force.  The problem according to O’Neil is that the tenor does not 
have a place in the score where he can rest the voice.  The middle register singing is all 
important and can be burdensome if the looming A4’s cause any hesitation.236  Jonas 
Kaufmann says the same about Otello.  Though the arias from this opera are attainable 
for some higher baritones, the size of the orchestral force and dramatic demands in the 
middle of the tenor register invite the singer to push.  If the singer gives in and begins to 
push, then the higher notes become more of a difficulty.237      
                                                 
236 O’Neill,  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ds94RcQrG40&t=1904s 
237 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=izHlbhmX4vw&t=2962s 
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Mozart’s aria “Dies Bildnis ist bezaubernd schön,” from The Magic Flute is an 
aria that many consider to be an ideal teaching heldentenor piece.238  Its range is F3 to 
Ab4, while its tessitura is Bb3 to G4.  Of the arias we have looked at, this aria has the 
highest tessitura of the transitioning pieces, but the lowest climax.  It is important to 
begin to gradually work into things that contain a higher tessitura.  
 
What follows is a suggested repertoire list of art songs compiled by Dr. Christopher 
Arnerson found in his book Literature for Teaching: 
                                                 
238 O’Neil 
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Figure 4 Suggested Repertoire for Baritone transitioning to Tenor.239 
While tessitura is a good factor to look at, it can sometimes be misleading.  It is 
important to see how the tessitura is used in a piece: Is it merely the pathway to the 
climactic points in the song, or does it function as the average? 
                                                 
239 Christopher Arneson and Lauren Athey-Janka, Literature for teaching: a guide for choosing solo vocal 
repertoire from a developmental perspective (Delaware, OH: Inside View Press, 2014). 
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Transitioning is about teaching the voice how to operate efficiently under 
different conditions.  It seems that there is a wide variety of literature to choose from that 
can be helpful in this regard.  
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